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CHAPTER ONE
Hayden

“Jincie BELLS, BaTMAN smells,” I say as I stock the shelves at the bookstore with the upcomin
releases. I can’t believe Christmas is in just a few days, and then it will be a brand new year.

“Robin laid an egg,” Kinsley continues, carrying a stack of hardcovers she can’t see over. Sh
sets them down on the counter and takes in a deep breath. “Books are heavy as hell.”

“You can say that again,” I tell her. Even though she works as a reporter for the newspaper, an
since we officially got back together, she’s been working with me on the weekends. It’s free labo1
though. It’s just like old times, me helping customers and her reading romance books in the comf
chairs in front of the fireplace.

Since i1t’s mid to late December, the temperatures have significantly dropped. Last week, we ever
saw some snow, but it hasn’t really stuck. However, the light dusting always puts me in the holida
spirit. Kinsley and I danced 1n it, but then we tried a snowball fight, and it melted in our hands befor:
we could toss it.

I move across the room toward her and slide my lips against hers. The kiss deepens, and sh
grabs my shirt with her fists. Before we can progress any further, the bell above the door opens.

“Seriously,” her brother Harrison says, catching us. His cowboy hat rests haphazardly on hi
head, and he’s wearing a shit-eating grin.

Kinsley groans. “You’ve got the worst timing in the world, I swear.”

“Learned it from you, sis.” As he walks toward us, his boots shuffle across the floor. “I need y’al
to help me pick out a book for Grace.”

Grace and Harrison have been best friends since they were kids. Everyone in town thinks the
have a thing for one another, but they’ve denied that for years. Considering they have both dated othe
people and never crossed the line, I’'m inclined to believe them. But I’'m not fully convinced when
see how they look at one another. Everyone gives them a hard time, though. I try to stay out of it.

“I don’t think we have any books about dating your best friend,” Kinsley says.

Harrison rolls his eyes. “She’s looking for this one with dragons and erotica or some shit.
dunno. It’s on her Christmas list. Do you know which one I’m talking about?”

“Christmas is in three days.” Kinsley gives him a death glare.

“And?”

Before they can get into a full-blown argument, I walk past Harrison and grab the book he’
referring to. “Here you go.”

“This 1s 1t?”” He looks at the cover. “It looks...harmless.”

Kinsley snorts. “It’s hot as hell. And when she’s done with it, you should read it, too.”

“Right.” He flips the book around and reads the blurb on the back.

I go to where we keep the accessories and pick up a few dragon bookmarks and a coffee mug wi
just got in.

“Get her these, t0o,” I tell him.

“Thanks, man. Anything else you think she’d like?”



Kinsley chuckles. “An engagement ring.”

“You’re wearing out my balls with this,” he says as Kinsley hands him a few more romanc
books.

“She’ll like them, trust me. I’ve read this one at least three times,” she explains.

Harrison walks up to the counter and sets everything down. He snags a fresh chocolate chij
cookie from the tray we keep filled for our customers. It’s a tradition my mama started years ago.

“Damn, these should be illegal,” Harrison says around a mouthful, grabbing two more. I scan hi
gifts for Grace and place them in one of our tote bags with Main Street Books printed on the front. Hi
_scans his card and gives me a thank you.

“After she opens her presents, tell her she can text me or chat about that book at work. Trust m
jwhenI say she’ll need a support system at the end,” Kinsley tells him.

“Will do.” He grabs his bag, a couple more cookies, and he’s out the door.

Kinsley turns to me. “Where were we?”’

I pull her into my arms and slam my lips against hers. Our tongues twist together as Christma
music drifts through the bookstore. She groans, fisting my shirt, and it takes everything I have insid
me not to lead her to the back of the store room and devour her for lunch.

“Shit. I need you so damn bad,” she hisses. When I pull away, our lips are swollen. Kinsle:
reaches down, rubbing her palm against my swollen cock, and smirks. “Seems it’s mutual.”

I chuckle. “Always. I can never get enough of you.”

After we decided to give our relationship a second chance, I left Houston and moved in with he1
SSure, we see each other all the time and are basically connected at the hip, but I’m insatiable when 1

comes to her. The more of Kinsley I can have, the merrier I am.

Taking her hand, I lead her down one of the long aisles of books. Her back presses against th
1shelf as I slide my tongue back into her mouth. She moans against me as I move my hand inside he
pants and panties. “Fuck, girl. You’re so damn wet.”

She moans when I rub circles on her hard little clit. I tug her bottom lip into my mouth and suck
“You’re going to come for me like a good girl,” I whisper in her ear, trailing kisses down her neck.

The fact that anyone could walk into the store right now as Kinsley hangs onto my biceps for dea
life turns me on. I slide two fingers inside her slick cunt, and she lets out a guttural moan.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she pants out. “I’m already...so close.”

I I flick my thumb across her sensitive bud as I finger fuck her. She grinds her hips against me as
give her what her body needs. Her hand finds its way into my hair, and she tugs hard.

At moments like this, I'm glad we don’t have security cameras in the store. Otherwise, my famil
would get a show.

“Hayden,” she whimpers, and then, as if I opened the floodgates, she comes. Her pussy clenche
around my fingers, and she nearly loses her balance. I catch her, holding her against my chest as sh
comes down from her high. She laughs before falling to her knees in front of me.

“Kins,” I whisper, looking down and meeting her blue eyes.

“What? You worried someone might walk in?” Scandalously, she unzips my jeans and pulls m
ecock out, then places her hot mouth around me. “I manifested this, Hayden. Let me make you fee

good.”
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Kinsley chuckles. “An engagement ring.”

“You’re wearing out my balls with this,” he says as Kinsley hands him a few more romance
books.

“She’ll like them, trust me. I’ve read this one at least three times,” she explains.

Harrison walks up to the counter and sets everything down. He snags a fresh chocolate chip
cookie from the tray we keep filled for our customers. It’s a tradition my mama started years ago.

“Damn, these should be 1llegal,” Harrison says around a mouthful, grabbing two more. I scan his
gifts for Grace and place them in one of our tote bags with Main Street Books printed on the front. He
scans his card and gives me a thank you.

“After she opens her presents, tell her she can text me or chat about that book at work. Trust me
when I say she’ll need a support system at the end,” Kinsley tells him.

“Will do.” He grabs his bag, a couple more cookies, and he’s out the door.

Kinsley turns to me. “Where were we?”’

I pull her into my arms and slam my lips against hers. Our tongues twist together as Christmas
music drifts through the bookstore. She groans, fisting my shirt, and it takes everything I have inside
me not to lead her to the back of the store room and devour her for lunch.

“Shit. T need you so damn bad,” she hisses. When I pull away, our lips are swollen. Kinsley
reaches down, rubbing her palm against my swollen cock, and smirks. “Seems it’s mutual.”

I chuckle. “Always. I can never get enough of you.”

After we decided to give our relationship a second chance, I left Houston and moved in with her.
Sure, we see each other all the time and are basically connected at the hip, but I’m insatiable when it
comes to her. The more of Kinsley I can have, the merrier I am.

Taking her hand, I lead her down one of the long aisles of books. Her back presses against the
shelf as I slide my tongue back into her mouth. She moans against me as [ move my hand inside her
pants and panties. “Fuck, girl. You’re so damn wet.”

She moans when I rub circles on her hard little clit. I tug her bottom lip into my mouth and suck.
“You’re going to come for me like a good girl,” I whisper in her ear, trailing kisses down her neck.

The fact that anyone could walk into the store right now as Kinsley hangs onto my biceps for dear
life turns me on. I slide two fingers inside her slick cunt, and she lets out a guttural moan.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she pants out. “I’m already...so close.”

I flick my thumb across her sensitive bud as I finger fuck her. She grinds her hips against me as I
give her what her body needs. Her hand finds its way into my hair, and she tugs hard.

At moments like this, I’'m glad we don’t have security cameras in the store. Otherwise, my family
would get a show.

“Hayden,” she whimpers, and then, as if I opened the floodgates, she comes. Her pussy clenches
around my fingers, and she nearly loses her balance. I catch her, holding her against my chest as she
comes down from her high. She laughs before falling to her knees in front of me.

“Kins,” I whisper, looking down and meeting her blue eyes.

“What? You worried someone might walk in?” Scandalously, she unzips my jeans and pulls my
cock out, then places her hot mouth around me. “I manifested this, Hayden. Let me make you feel
good.”



CHAPTER TWO
Kinsley

H Avpen Looks pown at me and watches as I place his hard as fuck dick in my mouth. He fists my hair
and the Santa hat I was wearing falls off my head. Right now, all I’'m worried about is returning th
favor, but I also want to tease him as much as I can.

I move his jeans down, giving me access to his balls so I can massage them while I suck. His hip
buck forward, his length pressing into the back of my throat. Thankfully, I don’t really have a ga;
reflex, so I take all of him in.

He groans out, tugging my hair as [ meet his brown eyes that roll to the back of his head. “Kins.”

I take a break to stroke him, going from the base to the end, using spit as lube. “I can’t wait t
taste you.”

“Keep it up, and your wish is my command.”

Pre-cum glistens at the tip, and I lick it up and go back to sucking him slow and hard. My cheek
hollow, and his grunts grow louder.

“Fuck,” he hisses as I pick up my pace. As his muscles tighten, I know at any moment he’s goin,
to lose himself, so I continue, using my hand to stroke as I suck.

Moments later, his hips are bucking forward. “I’m about to...”

He doesn’t get the words out before I open my mouth, catching every drop of him. White-hot cur
spurts onto my tongue, and he watches me intently as I close my mouth and swallow.

“You’re so goddamn sexy,” he whispers, helping me to my feet. Just as he’s putting his cock o
mass destruction away, the bell above the door rings out.

“Shit,” he says, his face flushed. We both have that 1ook on our faces.

I know my hair is a mess from his hands running through it. I try to smooth it down on my head
then pick the Santa hat up from the floor and reposition it where it was. I stand, my legs feeling lik
gelatin.

Hayden tucks his shirt back into his jeans and sucks in a deep breath.

“Hello?” I know that voice. It’s his sister. Hailey.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Her timing might be worse than my brother’s. I know she’s moving through the bookstore rigt
now, and I glance at Hayden, who chuckles.

Moments later, Hailey walks past the row we’re on and stops when she spots us.

“I don’t even want to know, do I?”” she says, but she’s smiling. This isn’t the first time she’s caugh
us after the act, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. Hayden said he couldn’t get enough of me earliei
and well, the feeling is mutual. He’s the love of my life, the only man who’s ever made me fee
complete. This will be our first Christmas together since we broke up all those years ago. I just hope
can make it special for him.

“You’re here early,” Hayden says, grabbing my hand and leading me down the aisle.

“I was bored. Thought I’d come in and relieve you early since I know you two have to get read
for the Christmas party Summer is throwing.”



Summer 1s my best friend who runs the bed-and-breakfast on the Horseshoe Creek Ranch with m
older brother Beckett. The two of them have been inseparable after they got past their stubborn way
and decided to give one another a chance after hating each other for a decade.

[ smile. “That’s sweet of you. Apparently, I signed up to bring banana pudding.”

“Yeah, what’s the real reason you’re here?” Hayden isn’t convinced.

“That 1s the real reason. I was sitting at home, bored out of my mind. My house is spotless, s«
.there’s nothing else to clean. I’'m in a reading slump, so nothing sounds good. I’ve watched Hallmar]
“until my eyes have bulged out of my head. So I thought I’d come to work and be productive. I knov
“we got a shipment in, and some dusting could be done,” she explains, her eyes flicking up and dow:
Shim before turning to me. “You just both look so damn guilty.”

“Don’t we always look like this?” I ask, then glance at Hayden.

He snickers because we do. It doesn’t matter where or when, if there’s an opportunity to satisf

one another, we always take it.
Hailey clears her throat. “The way you two can converse without saying a word is impressive
Anyway, I’'ll cover the rest of the afternoon if you wanna get out of here.”
“I won’t argue with ya,” Hayden says, grinning as we walk past her. He hums “Jingle Bells” as h
grabs his keys from behind the counter. I snag a cookie as Hailey lifts the stack of books I carries
S : : :

from the back and brings them to the thriller section.
0 “Thanks, sis! If you need anything, holler,” Hayden tells her as we make our way toward the exit.
- “I'will! Merry Christmas. Have fun tonight!”

“Oh, we will,” he says just as we step outside.

The cold air hits me, and I shiver. He wraps his arm around me, pressing me close to his body a
he unlocks the car, then opens my door. I slide inside, and he quickly goes to the other side and join

(me. After he starts the car, he presses the button to turn on the heated seats. They instantly get warm.

“I almost forgot about the party tonight,” I admit as we drive back to my place.

“Me too. I’'m glad Hailey reminded us. We need to make sure we wrap our White Elephant gifts

[ and you make that puddin’.”
’ Summer wanted us to bring gag gifts for an adult gift exchange. All of my brothers and sisters wil
“be there, and several locals from town, but it will be a smaller shindig than typical. She’s expectin;
around twenty people instead of the usual hundred that show up when Summer or Beckett throws :
party.

Finger foods, adult gifts...it’s bound to be a fun time.

As we pull up to my house, we get out, and my eyes are drawn to the lit Christmas tree in the fror
window. I honestly love holidays, but Christmas is one of my favorites. Everyone in a fifty-mil
radius seems to be in high spirits. The weather has been cooperating, and I love how our small tow:
transforms into something you’d see in a Hallmark movie.

Hayden leads me inside, and as soon as we enter, his lips are back on mine. All the lights are ou
iexcept for the warm glow of the Christmas tree.

“I love you so much,” he whispers.

“I love you, too,” I say, and he twirls me around in the living room.

“If we didn’t commit to this party tonight, I’d spend the rest of the day snuggled in bed with yor
until Santa Claus comes,” he admits.

I chew on my bottom lip. “Tomorrow, that’s our plan. The only person who I’'m making come 1

It

it



yyou.”
s  He kisses me again. “Wanna take a shower?”

My brows lift with excitement. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”
Hayden and I undress and make our way to the bathroom. Of course, we fool around until we’r
both satisfied, then crawl into bed naked. We have seven hours until we have to be at the B&B.
> “Are we still wearing our matching ugly sweaters tonight?” I ask as he holds me in his arms.
k  Hayden snickers. “Whatever you want, babe.”
v “You know my brothers are going to say you’re whooped.”
n He leans over and tucks damp hair behind my ear. “I don’t give a shit what your brothers say
When it comes to you, I’ll happily be whooped.”
I lean over and kiss him. “I think you’re really going to love what I got you for Christmas.”
y A small smile plays on his lips. “I’ve already got everything I want—you.”

“Let me give you one gift right now,” I beg.

“Okay, okay.”

I slide out of bed and walk to the living room, then pull one of the gifts from under the tree. I sit o
ethe edge of the bed, and Hayden doesn’t take his eyes off my naked body as I push the perfectl
dwrapped present toward him.

He carefully unwraps it and then lifts the lid from the box.

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to fit in this,” he says, holding up a red thong and a lacy bra.

I laugh. “Now, that would be a sight to see.”

“So does this mean you’re my gift?”

s  “I want you to do very bad things to me while I wear this,” I explain. “Knock some of thos:
ssexual items off my bucket list.”

He swallows hard as he looks down at it and then back at me. “Tonight?”

“On Christmas Eve.”

,  Hayden’s mouth crashes against mine. “Fuck, I don’t know what I did to deserve you. You’re th
perfect combination of naughty and nice.”

1 “And lucky for you, you’ve been a very good boy this year.”

g He chuckles against my lips. “It seems like I’'m going to have a very dirty Christmas.”

a  “You’re right about that.”

R

_ If'you enjoyed this special bonus scene set in the Valentine Texas Series, check out Lyra’s books to
; see more of these characters. Hayden Shaw and Kinsley Valentine are seen in SPILL THE SWEET
TEA. Each book in the Valentine Series is a small-town contemporary romance with a happily ever

after!
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you.

He kisses me again. “Wanna take a shower?”

My brows lift with excitement. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

Hayden and I undress and make our way to the bathroom. Of course, we fool around until we’re
both satisfied, then crawl into bed naked. We have seven hours until we have to be at the B&B.

“Are we still wearing our matching ugly sweaters tonight?” I ask as he holds me 1n his arms.

Hayden snickers. “Whatever you want, babe.”

“You know my brothers are going to say you’re whooped.”

He leans over and tucks damp hair behind my ear. “I don’t give a shit what your brothers say.
When it comes to you, I’ll happily be whooped.”

I lean over and kiss him. “I think you’re really going to love what I got you for Christmas.”

A small smile plays on his lips. “I’ve already got everything [ want—you.”

“Let me give you one gift right now,” I beg.

“Okay, okay.”

I slide out of bed and walk to the living room, then pull one of the gifts from under the tree. I sit on
the edge of the bed, and Hayden doesn’t take his eyes off my naked body as I push the perfectly
wrapped present toward him.

He carefully unwraps it and then lifts the lid from the box.

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to fit in this,” he says, holding up a red thong and a lacy bra.

I laugh. “Now, that would be a sight to see.”

“So does this mean you’re my gift?”

“I want you to do very bad things to me while I wear this,” I explain. “Knock some of those
sexual items off my bucket list.”

He swallows hard as he looks down at it and then back at me. “Tonight?”

“On Christmas Eve.”

Hayden’s mouth crashes against mine. “Fuck, I don’t know what I did to deserve you. You’re the
perfect combination of naughty and nice.”

“And lucky for you, you’ve been a very good boy this year.”

He chuckles against my lips. “It seems like I’'m going to have a very dirty Christmas.”

“You’re right about that.”
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“Fall on your knees

Oh hear the angel voices

Oh night divine

Oh night when Christ was born
Oh night divine

Oh night divine”

— from “O Holy Night”
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CHAPTER ONE

THe GuarD BEHIND the glass grunted as he pulled a manila folder from the stack. “Angel Cole,” h
said, sounding bored as the contents of my life slid onto the counter.

A half-empty stick of gum. A dull pencil only a few inches long.

Twenty dollars and change.

I was surprised the twenty bucks hadn’t been taken by a guard, honestly. The sad collection o
items didn’t make me feel anything. I didn’t even remember using that pencil. I didn’t remember wha
the gum tasted like. A two year sentence had been lenient, according to the public defender, due to m
age. Only two years, but it felt like my whole life—and whatever came before a distant dream.

The guard slid a clipboard to me. “Check that everything’s there, and sign at the bottom.”

I scanned the list and found something new had been added: a diploma. Two years had counted fo
something, after all. It was only an associate’s degree, but it was something. With any luck, I couls
make a new life for myself. One that didn’t involve drugs or scummy boyfriends or jail time.

I signed.

“You got a place to go?” he asked, though his gaze remained on the fuzzy TV in the waiting roor
behind me. The empty waiting room.

No. “I’'mnot sure.”

He dropped an orange sheet of paper onto the small pile. Resources for the Homeles.
Community.

My chest felt tight.

I shoved everything back into the envelope but left the flyer on the counter. That seemed to catc]
his attention. He looked me over. His gaze traveled down and up, crawling slow, leaving chills on m
skin.

“I may know someone with a place,” he said slowly. “They’re hiring.”

My bullshit meter had been finely honed the past two years. “What kind of work?”

A humorless smile, almost a smirk. “The kind that pays.”

Shame ran through me, in that deep groove where it had been so many times before. I was to
broke, too stupid, too desperate to get a real job. That had been true at sixteen, and my worst fear wa
that 1t wouldn’t be all that different. And now I was getting propositioned by the freaking guard
Whether he wanted me to sleep with guys or run drugs, it didn’t matter. I was going to get a regula
job or die trying.

Having lived on the streets before, [ knew dying was a real possibility.

“No thanks,” I said breezily like the dirty offer didn’t hurt. “I’m heading to New York Cit
anyway.”

He snorted. “In this weather? You’ll freeze.”

“I have enough for a bus ticket.” Totally bluffing. I had no idea how much a bus ticket cost, and
had no money for food or housing once I got there. But the odds had to be in my favor sometime
didn’t it? I figured I was overdue.

“Good luck,” he said, in a voice that meant the exact opposite His attention returned to th



football game on TV.

Clutching the envelope in my gloveless hands, I pushed the door open. Cold blasted my face—an
my body, through the thin fabric of my T-shirt. Just my luck, getting arrested in July. My clothes wer:
no match for the December weather.

The parking lot was mostly empty, the cars parked and covered with a thin layer of snow. No on

eidled at the street. My daddy hadn’t come. It had been a long shot, but I’d been desperate enough t«
write him. He hadn’t answered.

Probably for the best anyway.

I really was due for that good luck, even if the guard hadn’t meant it. The winter-bright sky mad:

fme squint. Chilly air skated over my skin like the guard’s cold assessment of me, raising goos:
tbumps. I shoved my hands under my armpits and started walking toward a bus stop.

y
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football game on TV.

Clutching the envelope in my gloveless hands, I pushed the door open. Cold blasted my face—and
my body, through the thin fabric of my T-shirt. Just my luck, getting arrested in July. My clothes were
no match for the December weather.

The parking lot was mostly empty, the cars parked and covered with a thin layer of snow. No one
idled at the street. My daddy hadn’t come. It had been a long shot, but I’d been desperate enough to
write him. He hadn’t answered.

Probably for the best anyway.

I really was due for that good luck, even if the guard hadn’t meant it. The winter-bright sky made
me squint. Chilly air skated over my skin like the guard’s cold assessment of me, raising goose
bumps. I shoved my hands under my armpits and started walking toward a bus stop.



CHAPTER TWO

M avee My Luck had turned after all, because I found a house with a room to let in New York City
The owner of the house was an older woman with knowledge in her eyes, like she knew where I’«
been and what I’d done—and didn’t judge me for it. And she agreed to let me pay rent only afte
Christmas.

As if that weren’t enough, I landed a job.

It was only a temp position, but to a girl like me it felt like a freaking miracle. We don t usuall
hire people without experience, the HR woman had said over the phone. But one of our assistant.
had a family emergency and with the holidays...your application showed up at the right time.

I smoothed my beige skirt and turned my face up to the white, wintry sky. The pale sun wrappe«
around the spire at the top of the building, blinding me, and I wobbled on my high heels. A cab honke
at me from behind, and I jerked forward, realizing almost too late that I was standing too close to th
edge.

I shivered.

“You lost?” said a thready voice.

An older man was watching me with a concerned expression on his lined face, his dark skin :
contrast to the white fluff that lined his red suit. This particular Santa manned the donation bucke
right in front of the door I needed.

“Not lost,” I admutted. “A little nervous.”

“Ahh.” He turned back to look up at the building. “You going to work for the Big Bad?”

[ wasn’t exactly current with the rich and famous. There were TVs in prison and the occasiona
magazine, but | preferred to keep my head down. But even I knew what the Big Bad meant. Gag
Thompson was the owner of Thompson Industries. The press had dubbed him the Big Bad Billionairt
after a particularly dirty takeover of a competitor.

Then there had been that unfortunate quote that had aired again and again. He’d been on ai
interview with some finance show as part of a “Billionaires Under Forty” feature, looking cool an
crisp in a custom-tailored suit.

I don’t make the rules, he’d said. I just win the game.

Apprehension twisted my stomach. But it was just a silly nickname, right? The newscasters said 1
with an ironic twist of their lips—and a wary light in their eyes.

I tried to laugh. “He’s not really that bad, 1s he? I figured that was just, you know, for show.”

The man lifted one shoulder clad in red felt. “I hear a lot of conversations coming in and out of th
building. Sounds like the man lives up to his reputation.”

A knot formed in my throat. “Oh.”

I shouldn’t be afraid of anyone after where I’d been. No matter how big or bad he was, he wa
unlikely to shank me while I took a shower. The worst he could do was fire me. Although if he foun
out I’d lied on my application, he might report me to my parole officer. The slightest offense could ge
me thrown back inside. I’d heard enough stories from people who’d made it out for a few months onl
to get arrested for some small offense. The courts weren’t kind to repeat offenders.



Lying had been stupid and desperate—and necessary.
The man smiled. “Well, you won’t have to see him up close, right? Young thing like you probabl
start at some desk far away from him.”
Or not that far. From what the lady on the phone had said, I would be temping for Mr. Thompson’
personal secretary. The pay would cover all the money I owed for rent, plus extra for food.
. So much freaking luck I felt sick with it.
i Iforced a smile. “I’m sure 1t will be fine.”
r  The man smiled. “That’s the spirit.”
I dug a dollar out of my pocket. There weren’t many more where that came from, but if there wa
one thing I’d learned on the inside, it was that someone always had it worse than I did. Maybe b
yacknowledging that person and helping them, however little, I’d feel less alone.
s Less lonely.
“Merry Christmas,” I told the man, dropping my dollar into the slot.
1 “Merry Christmas to you. By the way—" he called to me, and I turned to face him. His eye
icrinkled. “Mr. Thompson puts money in the bucket every day. Always nods hello to me too. You ca
stell a lot about a person by how they treat people in passing.”
Some of my worry cleared. Mr. Thompson couldn’t be all bad. I smiled a little. “Thanks, mister.”
He tipped his Santa hat. “Take care now.”

1 R

Have you ever been convicted of an offense or violation of the law anywhere?

I starep ar the black letters on white paper as my heart beat a million times a minute. I’d knowr
there’d be paperwork to fill out my first day, and with my luck, I’d known they would ask about :
lcriminal record. Just my mumbled answer on the phone with the HR person wouldn’t be enough. I’«
have to put my lie down on paper, for the record.
©  TI’d just hoped the question would be vague, maybe only asking about felony acts committed in th
New York state limits while over the age of eighteen. Because then I could have truthfully answere:
Ono. My crimes had been misdemeanors in the backwoods of upstate New York, where paperwor
Iseemed optional and rule-following even more so. And I had been a minor. Which maybe explaine:
how they’d found no record of it when they’d run the preliminary background check the HR perso
had mentioned.
T My hand trembled as I checked the box that said No.
The security guy had a sour look on his face. He spent a long time looking over my form. He eve!
left me in the front office while he made some calls, and I squirmed in the plastic bucket seat. God
Swhat if they found out? I’d only been released four weeks ago. Not even long enough to get used ts
regular food and regular clothes and regular outside. It seemed like he wanted to refuse me, but in th
end, he handed me a freshly printed name badge and sent me to an elevator around the corner.
“Oh, thank God,” a dark-haired woman said when she saw me. “I thought you weren’t going t
Ishow up.”
T “Pmsorry,” I said, too quickly. At least that much I was used to, being slow and late and wrong,
Y You’ve always been a few cards short of a deck, my daddy had said, shaking his head. But a
least you 're pretty.

S



The woman blew out a breath. “It’s okay. Security can be a little overzealous, but that’s wha
ythey’re there for, right?”

“Um. Right.”

s Not overzealous enough, though. Because I'd passed their checks. But I wasn’t going to d«
anything bad here. Wasn’t going to steal or whatever they thought ex-convicts would do. And
definitely wasn’t going to store a few boxes for my boyfriend without knowing there were drug
inside. Even if [ had a boyfriend, which I didn’t. Billy and I had officially broken up when his lawye
tried to argue I’d been the dealer. The judge hadn’t believed that, thank God, but he’d still given m

seighteen months.

y  The woman smiled, looking frazzled. “I’m all over the place today. I was just so worried
because today’s my last day before I leave. We’ve only got a couple hours to get you up to speed. I'r
not sure when you’ll have time unless... Can you stay late?”

“Oh.” I looked around, feeling a little disoriented. Everything was so shiny and reflective. It fel
smore like a swanky fun-house mirror ride than a place of business. I’d been so worried about gettin;
nfound out that I hadn’t thought much about actually working here.

“Maybe you won’t have to. If you just explain to Mr. Thompson what happened, with securit

taking up all that time and—"

“I can stay late,” I assured her. I didn’t want to bother Mr. Thompson. And I definitely didn’t war
him asking security about me. Besides, the temp job was hourly. Staying late meant more money, and
was grateful for the chance.

“You’re a doll,” the secretary said, clearly relieved. “What’s your name again?”

“Angel. Angel Cole.”

“Angel, the thing you have to know about working here is that Mr. Thompson is harsh but fai

,Some people say he’s cold but...he’s also generous. You know what I'm saying?”

Not really. “Sure.” I tried for a smile. “Fair is good.”

Especially when people had done the right thing. But if they’d lied...then the fair thing to do wa
,to turn me in to the authorities.
i1 My stomach turned over.

Christy gave me an apologetic look. “Just do what he says and you’ll be fine. Now let me shov
jyou how the phones work.”

n
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The woman blew out a breath. “It’s okay. Security can be a little overzealous, but that’s what
they’re there for, right?”

“Um. Right.”

Not overzealous enough, though. Because I'd passed their checks. But I wasn’t going to do
anything bad here. Wasn’t going to steal or whatever they thought ex-convicts would do. And I
definitely wasn’t going to store a few boxes for my boyfriend without knowing there were drugs
inside. Even if [ had a boyfriend, which I didn’t. Billy and I had officially broken up when his lawyer
tried to argue I’d been the dealer. The judge hadn’t believed that, thank God, but he’d still given me
eighteen months.

The woman smiled, looking frazzled. “I’m all over the place today. I was just so worried,
because today’s my last day before I leave. We’ve only got a couple hours to get you up to speed. I'm
not sure when you’ll have time unless... Can you stay late?”

“Oh.” T looked around, feeling a little disoriented. Everything was so shiny and reflective. It felt
more like a swanky fun-house mirror ride than a place of business. I’d been so worried about getting
found out that I hadn’t thought much about actually working here.

“Maybe you won’t have to. If you just explain to Mr. Thompson what happened, with security
taking up all that time and—"

“I can stay late,” [ assured her. I didn’t want to bother Mr. Thompson. And I definitely didn’t want
him asking security about me. Besides, the temp job was hourly. Staying late meant more money, and |
was grateful for the chance.

“You’re a doll,” the secretary said, clearly relieved. “What’s your name again?”

“Angel. Angel Cole.”

“Angel, the thing you have to know about working here is that Mr. Thompson 1s harsh but fair.
Some people say he’s cold but...he’s also generous. You know what I’'m saying?”’

Not really. “Sure.” I tried for a smile. “Fair is good.”

Especially when people had done the right thing. But if they’d lied...then the fair thing to do was
to turn me 1n to the authorities.

My stomach turned over.

Christy gave me an apologetic look. “Just do what he says and you’ll be fine. Now let me show
you how the phones work.”



CHAPTER THREE

AFTER HOURS AT the desk, my neck ached and my shoulders were tense. I stretched, the cracking sounc
of my joints loud in the wide-open space.

Mr. Thompson had the only office on the floor, which had startled me when I first realized that
His office was spacious, as was the waiting area where I worked, and the hallway from the elevato1
But still not as large as the entire building. Apparently the rest of the floor was blocked off for som
other department, but you had to take the regular elevators to get there.

This elevator was reserved for the CEO. And for the two weeks that I worked here, for me too.

The Big Bad Billionaire. I hadn’t met him yet, and I wasn’t really looking forward to it. What 1
he could see right through me? With his reputation for razor-sharp intuition, he could take one look a
me and know what I was hiding.

Maybe he was traveling so much he wouldn’t be in the office—for two entire weeks.

Yeah, not likely. And it was also unlikely he’d be able to tell I’d been in prison just by looking a
me. But sometimes I felt like my time behind bars was written on my skin, grit and grime and sham
embedded into me like glass. It was always a surprise when people treated me normal, even pleasant
like the Santa outside. I stood to leave, wincing at the soreness in my legs. It hadn’t even been tha
long, only... I glanced at the clock and frowned. Wow, it had gotten late.

And 1t was pitch-black through the tall windows.

I still wasn’t used to keeping my own schedule. A loud bell would tell me it was time for lunck
or a guard would come round us up for shower time. But here on this floor I was alone, and so I«
kept working. As if I were some kind of windup doll that ran into a wall, unable to think for herself. .
few eggs short of a dozen, my daddy said.

I gathered the stack of files I'd completed and carried them into Mr. Thompson’s office like th
secretary had told me to. But I didn’t leave right away after setting them down.

Curiosity held me at the edge of his desk, let me take in every detail, every clue to the man wh
normally sat in that empty wide-backed chair. A plump glass paperweight shaped like a teardrop
with bubbles inside like snowflakes. A legal pad was half torn out with scribbled writing—
unreadable. And a sleek black pen, its thick cylinder shell shining as if it wasn’t used much, eve
though I was sure it had been.

Without realizing it, I leaned across the desk and picked up the pen. It was cool to the touch, but
imagined i1t warm—warm from the hand that held it, stroked it. I ran my finger pad over the smoot!
casing. What was this made of anyway? Not plastic. Not wood. Some kind of metal?

Rich people even had different pens, and this struck me as wildly important, a sign of just hov
little I belonged with them, in a building like this.

My stomach clenched, and I tense, pen in hand, when I felt something brush across the back of m
legs. Air. Then came the subtle scent of cologne.

[ wasn’t alone.

A chill raced over my skin. I would have turned, but a hand on my hip stopped me. A hand. On m
hip. The shock of it was enough to render me frozen, and I stared down at the pen in my hand, almos




accusatory, as if the beauty of it had led to this. As if this was my punishment for being where I didn’
belong, for touching what wasn’t mine. For lying so I could get this job.

“Thank fuck,” a low male voice murmured behind me.

My mouth opened, but only a faint squeak came out. I tried again. “Excuse me?”

“They told me they weren’t sending anyone.” He began to stroke me, from the dip of my waist
Jover my hip, and trailing down my thigh. “I’m glad they lied.”

The HR department? My cheeks were flaming hot...because his hand was still on my hip. Hi
-.hand. My hip. My mind couldn’t quite wrap itself around that. He was touching me, caressing me, an
-I' hadn’t even seen his face.

e “I'was getting desperate,” he said, “with the holidays coming up.”

I tried to imagine what desperate looked like, tried to fill in the space of his body, his face, usin,

only his dark-whiskey voice as a guide. The picture in my mind looked nothing like the cold face tha

fgraced business magazines. That glossy image was calculated and posed. This was a warm hand o

tmy body and breath against my hair. This was goose bumps all over my skin.

I cleared my throat. “Mr. Thompson, "

“No, there’s no time for that. It’s been too long, and Jesus, look at you. Where did they find you?”
t I definitely didn’t want to talk about that, about the ad I’d answered or the lies I’d told. “I neede:
othe work,” I whispered.

., There was a pause where his hand froze midstroke. I held my breath, unsure whether I wanted hir

tto stop or continue. If he stopped, he might make me leave. And the hot touch of this stranger had to b
better than working the icy streets.

“I’m sure they told you about me,” he said conversationally. “They were supposed to.”

,  Who was supposed to tell me about him—his secretary? The security guard? The man outsid

idressed like Santa? And what were they supposed to tell me? That he liked to touch his secretary

4Had he touched the other woman too? Or was he only touching me because I was a temp? Or mayb
he’d found out about my past, found out that I’d lied, and he knew I’d have to do anything he wante:

gjust to stay out of jail. Oh Jesus, this was too crazy. I felt crazy. With a little shimmy, I managed t
step aside. I turned halfway, only to be arrested by the sight of him.

> I’d have wanted him to be handsome. No, he was handsome, when he showed up on gloss:

,magazines and TV news reports. He was facing the camera with a fierce expression or carefull

~turned away, thoughtful. Proud. Strong. Composed.

n He was none of those things now.

Now he looked...hungry. Like a wolf who’d been denied too long. A wild beast staring at a doe.
Ishivered. “I’'m sorry that I...” I glanced down at my hand, still holding his pen. I’d encroached on hi
hterritory, and now I was paying the price. “I’m sorry I touched your pen.”

“Keep it,” he murmured.

v “Oh, " My gaze flickered from the pen to him and back again, and they were almost the same—
both cool and dark and belonging here. “I couldn’t.”

y  ButIcouldn’tlet go of it either. I couldn’t even move. I just stood there, holding the smooth-meta
pen, feeling guilt and shame and fear. Had he thought I was going to steal it? He could report me fo
that, even if he didn’t know about my record. But he didn’t look angry, exactly. He looked menacing

yand sure, as if he would have put his hand on my hip whether I took his pen or not. As if he knew m

thip belonged to him as much as the pen did.



t  His eyes darkened as I met his gaze. “What’s your name?”

“Angel,” I said quickly.

His forehead creased for a moment, but just as quickly, whatever question he’d had faded from hi

eyes, replaced by something I knew well. Lust. Desire. Possession. Men had looked at me enoug

Ltimes that I could recognize it.

At least you 're pretty. The night I’d seen that look in my daddy’s eyes was the night I’d left home
stoo young and too stupid to make anything of myself. At sixteen I could do little more than shack y
Iwith a guy. He’d promised me the world, but in the end all I’d gotten were two silver bracelets and :

one-way ticket to jail.

Mr. Thompson was older, smarter, and a heck of a lot richer. But he might give me the same thing
oif [ wasn’t careful.

t  “Turn around,” he said, his voice gruff.

n  And so I obeyed him. Because I understood what he wanted from me. Because the consequence
of refusing him were so much worse. And because I’d been trained to follow orders for eightee:
months at the state correctional facility.

Just do what he says and you’ll be fine. That was what the secretary told me. Had she mear
dthis? Had she meant turning away and feeling him step close, shivering at the firm grasp of his hand

on my hips, my back flush against his front. My eyes fell closed. Did he do this to her? Did he think
nwas her? But I had dirty-blonde hair and the secretary’s was a dark brown. My breath whooshed out.

e He groaned. “You’re too fucking pretty, and it’s been too long. I need you. Now. Do you mind?”

Did I...mind? Oh God. Was this how billionaires propositioned women for sex? By touchin,

them, by making them burn, and then asking, almost politely, if they minded getting used? And th
eworst part was, I didn’t know 1f I minded. But I knew I couldn’t tell him to stop, couldn’t risk hir

?asking questions. “I’ll do what you say.”

e He grunted in something like approval.

1 And [ knew I should mind. Regular women didn’t like this. A normal woman would get offende:

dand maybe even slap him, but I’d been too well conditioned to do what I was told. Too desperate t
keep this job. Both of those were reasons I let him touch me, but not the only ones.

y  ButIdidn’t mind his warm hands on me or his hard body behind me, holding me up when my leg

ybegan to shake. I didn’t mind seeing what else he could make me feel. The truth was, I was starvin,
for human touch. After two years behind bars, I hungered for it. Feared it. Needed it. But when hi
hands slipped back to cup my ass, I tensed.

I The pen fell, almost silent, on the plush carpet.

s “AmI going too fast?” he murmured. “Christ, of course I am. I’ll make sure you’re ready for me
It won’t hurt.”

It seemed like such a small thing to offer me. /¥ won 't hurt. And such a huge gift. I felt offendes
-and grateful at the same time, shamed and eager, and my body reacted by pushing my ass into hi

touch. He squeezed, and a moan escaped me, low and needy, as he pulled me against his body

Ishowing me his arousal in the hard brand of his erection.

r He hissed at the contact. “Jesus.” His hands moved from my waist, skimming over my shirt. “

rwant to make you feel good. Can I do that? Can I make you come?”

y  He was asking...permission?

Something about this seemed off—that he’d touch me like he had every right to but ask almos



meekly if he was allowed to make me come. The world felt off balance, but I didn’t question it.
couldn’t question it, not with my employment and my housing and my freedom at stake. Couldn’
squestion the sudden relief that ran through me. The thin cots and cool metal chairs in prison hadn’t fel
hgood. The bare walls and coarse sheets on my bed didn’t feel good either. But he could make tha
pain go away. He would make me feel good, I knew he could.

,,  Two minutes in his arms and I already knew so much about his skills in this department. This wa

sa form of interview, his hands cupping my breasts, broad fingers finding my nipples through th

afabric.
“Please,” I whimpered.

s  He stroked my breasts with agonizing gentleness, weighing them in his hands, lifting them, an
squeezing softly. Warmth coursed through me, heating me inside the confines of my clothes. My arm
were trapped beneath his, and it was a relief. A relief to know I didn’t have to move—that I couldn

smove. He was directing me, commanding me. This was a man used to being obeyed, and powe

ncoursed through every caress of my breasts.
His breath whispered across my temple. “More?”

it It wasn’t enough. Not after two years of impersonal touches from the guards or dirty looks fror

sthe other inmates. Not after coarse uniforms and cool concrete and smooth metal bars. “Mi

IThompson, please.”

His cock seemed to surge at my words, flexing against my ass, as if it were punching through s«

many layers of fabric, as if it could push inside me. My inner muscles answered by squeezing aroun

gnothing, and I knew my panties would be damp. And still he only touched me, caressed me, stroke:

eme outside my clothes. It felt too dirty and not dirty enough. I was breathing hard, each intake of ai
npushing my breasts into his hands. The friction made my nipples peak, ready for him to grab.

And he did grab them, so carefully, between his forefingers and thumbs. The thin fabric of my br:

and my shirt barely hindered him at all when he pinched me, and I cried out, pressing my leg

Itogether.

> “Pretty,” he murmured, and the word made me shudder, close enough to what my daddy had tol«
me. “These are so pretty. What color are your nipples, sweetheart? They’re going to be wet from m

smouth before this night is over. You know that, don’t you?”

g “No,” I said, almost a moan. I had no idea what he would do to me or how far he would go.

s His hands paused. “Can I see you, Angel?” he asked, his voice raw. Almost pleading. “Let me se
you.”

In answer, I let my head fall back on his chest and closed my eyes. Let him. 1 could let him d«

.anything. [ wasn’t sure I could do much more than that, but I could lean against him, using his strengtk
while his hands undid the buttons of my shirt. He pulled the sides apart, and cool office air rushe:

Jover my skin, raising goose bumps.

s He sucked in a breath. “Fucking pretty.”

., He must have been telling the truth when he said it had been a long time. A man like him would b
used to gorgeous women who had the best diets and makeup and clothes. My bra was from the dolla

Ibin, made of cheap beige satin stretched in the wrong places. I shouldn’t have been anything specia
to a man like him, but he sucked in a breath and stood unmoving. He must have been staring at me
Must have been...awestruck.

t  Or at least luck-struck, and for me, that was close enough.



I When he reached one hand into my bra cup, my body slid closer to him, his hold on me almost to

ttight—and perfect, like that. I reveled in the feeling of being pressed against him, within the embrac

tof his body, the unbreakable hold of it. He was all hardness and strength, all confidence and a deep
tendless well that only my body could fill.

Without my consent, my hips rocked against his, and he responded almost violently, pushing m
sforward, his cock an almost painful rod against my hip, his fingers tightening around my breast.
¢ He made a rough sound as he exposed me fully, tugging down the cups until my small breast

plumped. I looked indecent like that, breasts thrust forward, begging for his touch—but then I wa
indecent. I was filthy and shameful and somehow aroused. My blood rushed so fast all I could hea

Iwas the beat of my heart, and his.

s  Instead of cupping my breasts again, he tugged my skirt up.

t  “Justa little more,” he muttered, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or himself.

r  Then it didn’t matter, because his fingers slipped inside my panties. The shock of his rough skin 1
my private place made me gasp. I pushed up on my toes, but the high heels didn’t leave me anywher:
to go. I was caught by his arms and my shoes, pinned in place as his fingers stroked through my folds

nfinding dampness, finding need.

“It’s been...a long time,” I gasped, because I needed him to know that. Needed him to go slow

Needed him to go fast, because oh God, I was dangling over the cliff, already there.

>  He groaned. “Then how...?” He pressed his mouth down my neck. “Never mind. Don’t answe

dthat. You don’t have to say that stuff. You don’t have to lie.”

1 “What?” But then his fingers found my clit, and I shuddered, helpless, unable to demand answers

runable to do anything but rock against his hand in an age-old rhythm. I was like the ocean, pressin;
against the beach with every wave, feeling rough sand sift through my slickness.

a  And I couldn’t have stopped him for anything. Not the sun, not the moon. Not even for the temy

sjob I needed so badly.

“I want to make you feel good, that’s all,” he murmured against my neck. He nipped at my earlobe
dand I jolted in his arms. Then he reached lower, dipping his fingers inside, this thumb stroking my clit
y“Want to make you feel good,” he repeated, again and again, while the waves crashed and I finall

broke, coming apart around his callused fingers, crying out his name. Mr. Thompson.

Then there was only the ragged sound of my breathing. Soft caresses brought me down slowly
elike he knew how tender I felt, how vulnerable.

How afraid.
>  He pulled his hand from my panties, and before I could register what he was doing, he pressed hi
L, fingers against my lips. “Taste yourself,” he ordered gruffly.

1 I opened my mouth—to protest?—but he pushed inside, swiping the musky flavor on my tongue.
closed my lips around him and sucked his fingers clean. I'd never done that before, but it felt right. 1
felt especially right when he made a choked sound that I knew was arousal. I slicked my tongu

cagainst the seam of his fingers and closer to the tips, pretending they were his cock, miming th

ractions I’d use to pleasure him and lap the precum from the head.

1 But he didn’t spin me around then. Didn’t push me to my knees like I thought he would. Wasn’t tha

.. what rich men in suits wanted from the women around them?

Instead he gently straightened my bra so it covered my breasts and began buttoning my shirt. [ wa

still half-delirious from the orgasm. [ was completely dressed by the time I could speak.



> “What about you?”” I whispered.

e He stepped back. I couldn’t see him move, but I could hear him, fee/ him, as he removed hi

,strength and warmth. And then I was standing alone. Again. Reeling from an orgasm I should neve
have had.

e “I'mfine,” he said in a clipped voice that proved his words a lie. He was not okay, and it was m
fault. All of this was my fault, because I’d sneaked into this situation, clearly unprepared.

s I whirled to face him. “What was that?”

s It shouldn’t have been that hard to figure out. The big bad billionaire had taken what he wante:

rfrom the secretary. If I kept working here, he’d probably keep taking it from me, again and again. Wh
did the thought of that make me clench? I should be horrified, disgusted. I should be angry, but when
looked into the dark, troubled eyes of the man in front of me, all I felt was anticipation.

“I mean we’re finished,” he said gruffly. ““You’ve done your job. Now get out.”

n My eyes widened as hurt lanced through me. I should be running out the door. Heading straight t

ethe HR department to tell them I quit. But all I could think was, You promised my nipples would b

,wet from your mouth. He hadn’t tasted them yet. I hadn’t tasted him yet either. How could we b
done?

He didn’t want to be done.

I could see that in the stress around his mouth. Tense, because he hadn’t gotten any relief tonight
rNot yet.

I stepped closer, and I could almost feel his wariness. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voic:
L,clipped.

g “I'mreturning the favor.”

“That’s not how this works.” He swore softly. “They’re supposed to give you instructions.”

> Well, they hadn’t. Did that mean he touched all his secretaries? The thought made me tense, eve
though it shouldn’t have been a surprise. “What instructions?”

,,  His eyes hardened. “That you do what I want. And don’t ask questions.”

. My hands clenched into fists at my side. I hated being helpless... although I felt most comfortabl

ythat way, with a guard telling me where to sleep and what to eat and when to bend over. And I liked 1
too with a stranger telling me when to come. He’d proven that much, and I hated that my own bod:

r,seemed to have turned against me. Tears pricked behind my eyes.

He leaned forward, placing two fingers under my chin—the two fingers that had just touched m

intimately—and looked me in the eye. “It’s not personal, Angel. I request a girl when I need one. I us:
sher until I’'m done. Understand?”

I swallowed hard, not breaking eye contact. It was just business, the way he’d cupped my breast
Iand slid his fingers deep inside me. Just business the way he’d groaned into my hair. But no one coul
tbe that cold, even him. Especially him. I stared into those murky depths, wondering what pain he wa
chiding. “Yes, sir.”

e His eyes flashed white-hot, and I knew he liked me calling him siz. But when he spoke, his word
lacked any of the warmth he’d imbued into every touch. His hand dropped away, and I lost even tha
tbit of connection.

“Now tell me, Angel. What happens next?”

s  Leave. He wanted me to leave. He also needed me to stay. I felt that in every cell of my body. Bu
it wasn’t my job to fix a lonely billionaire. I didn’t even have that power if [ wanted to.



“And tomorrow?” Because I really did need this job, and I hated the idea that I should have t
ssuffer—and possibly get evicted—just because he had intimacy issues.

r  “What about tomorrow?”

“Do I show up to work?” Anger rose up in me, even if I didn’t have the right to feel it. “And yor
ycould maybe tell your HR department not to bother with the background checks and all that if you onl

want people working here for one day.”

His eyes flashed, and I remembered exactly why I’d thought he looked mean. He looked more thai
dmean; he looked terrifying. My heart pounded in my chest, so heavy it felt like it must be visibl
ythrough my clothes—but he wasn’t looking at my chest anymore. He looked directly into my eyes.

I “What did you say?” His voice was deceptively soft.

“I said...” My accusations faltered. He may have done something callous, but I had no right t

call him on it. I should walk away with my head held high and count this as a lesson learned. And
owould do those things, but I felt myself breaking down under the stress of the past few months. An
eyears. Living on the streets, getting caught, prison. And then after, wondering if I’d made it this far fo
enothing, 1f I’d starve before the New Year even came. That orgasm had unwound something in me
something vital, something that made me lash out. “The HR person said this was a two-week job.
don’t have anything else lined up.”

. “The HR person,” he said, his voice sounding strangled.

“This was the only job I’ve found in weeks. I know it’s not your problem, but rent is due. And m
efridge is empty. [ need this job.” Bitterness shadowed my voice. “And it turns out you only wanted m

for one night. For this.”

He walked stiffly to the window and looked out. His silhouette was tall and imposing, eve!

against the impressive backdrop of the city.

n  “I worked hard today.” I didn’t know why I was explaining myself to him. It seemed importar
that he understand. I was willing to work hard. “I can do this job while your secretary is out. [ won’
screw it up if you let me stay.”

e “Christ,” he said.

t My chest tightened with humiliation. And fear for what I’d do next. Was this what I’d bee

yreduced to? Someone to get called in, to fuck and then discard? Was this my life now? My throat fel

thick, and I had to force the words out. “I’ll just go now.”
Leave, like he’d told me to.
“Wait, Angel. Is that your real name?”
I turned back, my hand on the door. “Yes, Angel Cole.”

s  He looked pained. “Ms. Cole. I’ve made a mistake. A big mistake.” The words sounded so rusty

dknew he hadn’t used them often. He probably hadn’t made a mistake in years.

s And I still didn’t know what he was talking about. “Sir?”

He turned and gave me a half smile. Or a snarl. “You weren’t supposed to go through HR. Yo
swere supposed to be sent by the discreet agency. A very expensive, very exclusive agency with :
tstable of girls who are trained to do what I tell them to. But you weren’t, were you?”’

I shook my head silently.

A rough exhalation of air. ““You weren’t sent for me to use. Not like that.”
it  From the guilt on his face, I knew he meant what he’d said. He had thought I was some kind o

escort sent for him. And he really didn’t know about my criminal record. My secret was still safe

o o



X*It’s...it’s okay.”
He grimaced. “It’s not okay. I forgot my secretary was going on vacation. It wasn’t planned, so
didn’t... I just saw you standing in my office and assumed...”
u  Because I looked like an escort, apparently. Heat flooded my cheeks. “So can I keep workin;
yhere?”’
He faced the dark windows, and all I could see was his reflection, almost haunted. “It’s late,” h
nsaid finally. “Go home.”
e “And tomorrow?”
He glanced back. His gaze met mine, eyes as flat and cool as the glass behind him. “Tomorrov
I’ll figure this out.”
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“It’s...1t’s okay.”

He grimaced. “It’s not okay. I forgot my secretary was going on vacation. It wasn’t planned, so I
didn’t... I just saw you standing in my office and assumed...”

Because I looked like an escort, apparently. Heat flooded my cheeks. “So can I keep working
here?”

He faced the dark windows, and all I could see was his reflection, almost haunted. “It’s late,” he
said finally. “Go home.”

“And tomorrow?”

He glanced back. His gaze met mine, eyes as flat and cool as the glass behind him. “Tomorrow
I’ll figure this out.”



CHAPTER FOUR

I BarELY sLEpT that night, very aware that he could figure me out come tomorrow. Figure out who
was, figure out that I’d lied. And then the fact that there’d been a misunderstanding in his office wouls
only be foreplay for my return journey to prison. Wham, bam, and thank you, ma’am. Lying on ai
application may not be a crime... but lying about my criminal record was a crime.

There was something else that kept me tossing and turning: complete and utter humiliation at m
reactions to him—all while he’d thought I was a prostitute. The temp job was only for two weeks, bu
I’d managed to make a mess of it in a single day.

Or maybe he was as embarrassed as me. Maybe he’d pretend the entire thing never happened.

By four a.m. I gave up on sleeping and got dressed. At least I could actually finish that stack o
files Christy had left for me before Mr. Thompson figured me out and fired me. At least my securit
badge still worked. The floor was still dark when the elevator opened at five a.m. Floor-to-ceilin;
windows revealed the city skyline still dark with night. The walls were smooth—no light switches—
but the glow from my computer monitor gave me enough light to work.

I worked through a few of the files before a sound distracted me. Had that come from M1
Thompson’s office? I went back to work, trying to focus, hoping it would be enough to keep thi
job...

That noise again.

I walked closer. The door was open, and the overhead lights were off just like the rest of th
floor. It looked empty. So what had made that sound? Or who?

It didn’t escape my notice that this was exactly how I’d gotten in trouble last time—going into th
boss’s office while he wasn’t here. But | had to see for myself, make sure everything was okay, nov
that I’d heard a sound.

It was a little spooky on the floor all alone.

But it turned out the boss was here. He was sitting in his chair, wearing what appeared to be th
same suit as last night, or maybe he had an entire closetful of custom-tailored suits. This one looked :
little more rumpled than last night, tie loose, the top button undone.

His head rested on the leather back of his chair, and his eyes were closed. Was he sleeping?

I started to back away without making a sound.

“Come 1n, Ms. Cole.”

Okay, not sleeping. I took a deep breath. “Good morning.”

“Sit down.”

I sat. Oh God. He was going to fire me. That was the only explanation for him wanting to talk t
me about it. So much for pretending it never happened.

He opened his eyes—and even in the shadows I could see he looked furious. And terrifying, al
over again. Whatever softness I’d imagined while he’d touched me was gone now. In its place wa
only Gage Thompson. I’d faced down people who wanted to hurt me with my chin held high. I had to
because weakness only made them hurt you longer. But they were junkyard dogs to his big bad woli
Deep inside I began to shake.



“Mr. Thompson, about last night—"

He stood and circled the desk, and I couldn’t help it—I cringed back. His expression was to«
angry. He looked exactly like the Big Bad Billionaire. I didn’t think he’d hurt me, but I hated th
thought of him being angry at me. I had always been a people pleaser. It was just how I was built.
would have done anything he said.

I  He set something down in front of me on his desk. His phone, black and sleek and forbidding.
i  “Youcan call from here.”
n My voice trembled. “Call who? The temp agency?”

“I suppose you should call them too, after. But no. I meant the police.”

y  Fear spiked inside me. No no no. He must have realized who I was. Had he already reported me'
itOr was he waiting for me to call, to turn myself in? I couldn’t do it. “Please no,” I breathed.

“The police,” he said, his voice clipped. “I’ll leave the room if it makes you more comfortable
I’1l remain on this floor, so they know where to find me.”

f  “To find... you?”
“You can wait here, of course. You’ll be comfortable. I won’t bother you.”
g Uncertainty wove its way around my limbs and chest, a tight sort of comfort. He was telling me t
—call the police and assuming they’d come here. But why was he being so solicitous while he did it
Why would it matter that the criminal who’d lied to him was comfortable?
“Mr. Thompson,” I said slowly, “I know I’m not the brightest bulb. But it almost sounds like..
slike you want me to call the cops on you.”
“That’s exactly right, Ms. Cole.”
“Angel,” I corrected absently. “But whiy would I call the cops on you?”
“Because I raped you.”
He did what to me? Shock held me breathless for a moment. I couldn’t even feel relieved that
swas off the hook, because this was too crazy. [ blew out a breath. “No, you didn’t.”
v “Idid.”
“I was there. I would have noticed.”
He cleared his throat. “I penetrated you with my fingers. Without your consent. You need to repot
sme. [ won’t contest it.”
a  Penetrated with his fingers. God, it sounded so cold. And somehow hot. But regardless of how h
said it, he hadn’t hurt me. “It wasn’t against my consent.”

He made a scoffing sound. “Of course it was. You wouldn’t have let me touch you. A stranger. /
stranger like me.” Before I could even ask what he meant by /ike me, he continued, “But you knew
was the boss. You felt coerced. Of course you did. Anyone would.”

“Well, ’'m glad you have me all figured out, but it’s not true.” Not to mention that even if it has
been against my consent, I would hardly be calling the cops on him. That would only expose the fac

rthat I’d lied to get this job.

“You didn’t feel coerced?” An eyebrow rose. “You didn’t know I was the boss?”

1  Heat rushed to my face. Of course I’d known he was the boss. He only had to speak, only had t
sstand behind me, only had to put his hand on my hip, and I’d known who was in charge. “I let yo
,touch me because... because I was surprised, at first. And then I was confused. And then I didn’t war
“you to stop.”

His brow furrowed. “Why not?”

~
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Because I didn’t have a choice. But that would only prove his point. And besides, it wasn’
sstrictly true. “It felt good,” I whispered.

e For a second his eyes darkened, and I knew he was remembering the feel of my body climaxin;

Tagainst his fingers, the sounds I made as I came. He shook his head as if to clear it. “Whether yor
enjoyed 1t or not isn’t the question. What I did was immoral. If you won’t call the police, at least cal
the workforce commission. Or human resources.”

He wanted me to report him to his own employees? I blinked. “I’m not going to tell anyone wha

happened.”

He ran a hand through his dark hair, clearly frustrated. “Jesus. I never wanted this to happen.”

?  Never wanted to accidentally finger his secretary? It seemed like a very specific worry. “I don’
understand.”

A humorless half smile twisted his lips. “It’s irony, that’s all. The thing I was doing to prevent th

problem led to the problem.”

“You’re not making sense. And I’m not very sharp to begin with, so could you please just..

explain it to me?”

>  He frowned. “You keep saying that—that you aren’t smart. Why?”

? My stomach tightened. “Don’t change the subject. Why would you think you hurt me? Why wouls
you think you would hurt me?”’

He studied me for a moment, then blew out a breath. “I’m not surprised that I’d hurt you. I hat

myself for it, but ’'m not surprised.”

My blood ran cold. “What do you mean? Have you hurt a woman before?”

I knew for damn sure he hadn’t raped me last night—whether he believed me or not. But he stil

could have hurt some other woman. Maybe that was why he was so afraid to do it... again.

I His jaw tightened. “No, but I could have. Every so often I need...” A sound almost like a grow
escaped him. “I need to use and to hurt. I need... fuck, I need relief. And I won ¥ risk it with a womay
I know and care about. I use a service, and every woman that signs up knows exactly what she’
getting into.”

t A small sound escaped me. Of surprise. Of disgust? But not at him. At whatever strange darknes
he felt he had to hide. That he put himself through this just to take care of ordinary needs. Needs lik

esex. Like human touch. Like intimacy.

“They tell the women what to expect, make sure they understand the kind of man they’re coming t«
\service. I pay them above their asking rate to compensate for the risk.” He paused. Regret flashe:
Ithrough his eyes. “Not like you.”

“Mr. Thompson. It doesn’t have to be that way.”

1 “It does,” he snarled. “Last night proved that. It proved I’'m an animal who can’t even ask wha

tyou’re doing here. Can’t even figure out whether you’re there to file papers or fuck me. I just saw yo
bent over, and I wanted you, and I took you.”

I knew from his voice how much that hurt him, the thought that he’d acted on impulse. He hels
dhimself so rigidly, left no room for error, pretended he wasn’t even human.

u  “So tell me what you want,” he said, his voice rough. “If you won’t report me, let me repay you

itMoney, a car, anything. Name it, and 1t’s yours.”

I couldn’t help but gasp. “I don’t want anything.”

“There has to be something.” His voice sounded tight, like a steel cable in a bridge, holdin,



tthousands of pounds of metal and cars, keeping the two sides of land apart. What would it take fo
him to snap?
g I closed my eyes against the need in his expression—need to atone for ever touching me? Or nee:
uto touch me again? “Can we pretend this never happened? That’s what I’m asking for, Mr. Thompsor
ILet me finish my temp position. That’s all [ want.”
And if my voice trembled on the lie, he was kind enough not to mention it. “Then stay,” he sai«
tinstead, gruff and almost angry. “Stay.”
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thousands of pounds of metal and cars, keeping the two sides of land apart. What would it take for
him to snap?

I closed my eyes against the need in his expression—need to atone for ever touching me? Or need
to touch me again? “Can we pretend this never happened? That’s what I’m asking for, Mr. Thompson.
Let me finish my temp position. That’s all I want.”

And if my voice trembled on the lie, he was kind enough not to mention it. “Then stay,” he said
instead, gruff and almost angry. “Stay.”



CHAPTER FIVE

I xept My head down for the next week, working through the files Christy had left. I also answered th
phones and greeted visitors who met with Mr. Thompson. Despite that, I didn’t have much interactio
with him. By tacit agreement, we spoke quietly to each other and with the minimum amount of words
Even when I’d hear him yell at some poor asshole who’d overpromised or underdelivered, he wouls
always speak to me courteously and succinctly.

Thank you, Ms. Cole. If you please, Ms. Cole. It was like he’d never had his hands under my br:
or inside my panties. As if he’d never spilled what was obviously his darkest secret to me.

We were strangers, as we should be, but it still felt like a loss.

The only other room on this floor space besides his office was the supply closet. Closet wasn’
really the right word—it was bigger than the bedroom I had rented. The whole building was spacious
but this area, the secured area reserved for the CEO, was an oasis of space, so much space
sometimes felt choked up with it, as if my body didn’t know how to react to open air without bars o
grime or violence to block me in.

I spent a lot of time in the supply room struggling with the copy machine. It spit out page afte
page of nonsense characters in rapid fire, the case hot to the touch. I pressed the buttons to make 1
stop, almost frantic, but it wasn’t listening to me. I wasn’t great with technology. I was good witl
people—but the only person here was avoiding me.

Sighing, 1 pulled the stack of printed pages out. The question marks and strange diamond boxe
mocked me. Totally ruined.

I tossed them into the recycle bin.

The copy machine blinked red. Out of paper. Of course it was. And I needed to try over agai
with this print job, so I went to the metal shelves to get a new ream of paper. Up high, almost out o
reach, but I barely got ahold of it and dragged the box closer, tipping it over the edge, almost there
balancing the heavy weight of it on my fingertips...

A throat cleared behind me.

My heart jumped, and the box slid from the shelf, off balance, falling down onto me. I flinched
expecting to be hit. Arms reached around me and lifted the box. A wisp of air was all I felt. I whirle«
to face a grim Mr. Thompson.

His face was set in stern lines, mouth a brutal slash. His eyes glinted like a threat. “You couls
have hurt yourself,” he said. “You should have called me.”

Call the CEO of a major corporation to help me get a box down? Not likely. “I had it.”

He set the box on the floor as if it weighed almost nothing. His eyes took in everything—m
disheveled appearance, blouse tight around my breasts, skirt a little higher than usual because I«
been reaching up. They took in the pile of ruined pages in the recycle bin too, and I rushed to explain.

“I sent the file, and it worked once. Then when I hit the Repeat button it just started—"

“The thing’s a menace,” he said almost absently, dismissing the problem. Instead he focused o
me, like I was the problem. Like I was a menace. I took a step back, but there was nowhere to go. Th
coolness of the metal shelves seeped through my clothes, sending a shiver down my spine.



“I’ll fix1t,” I said, too quiet.

His eyes were dark, expression severe. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I know.” But I looked away, and I knew he didn’t believe me. I wasn’t afraid of him hurting me.
ewas just plain afraid. I’d lived my life like that—afraid—and I didn’t know any other way to be.

n “Angel.” He looked surprised at himself, rearing back, snapping himself back to the formalit

.where he was clearly more comfortable. “Ms. Cole.”

i He seemed massively uncomfortable, holding himself stiffly, not quite making eye contac
anymore, and it made me want to go to him. To reach out to him. But the years had taught me not to

aThey’d taught me to be wary. “Mr. Thompson?”

“I want you to know... what happened that night. I don’t do that often.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. He didn’t feel up his secretaries? Or he didn’t hire a woman to visi
thim in his office, late at night, when everyone else was home. “Okay.”

,  “Tonlydo it when I can’t—when I need—It’s not that often.”
I I wondered if he knew how much he’d revealed, that it was a struggle for him. That he put hi
rneeds last.

“Why does 1t matter what I think?” I asked sofily.

r  His voice was gruff. “I don’t know. But it does.” He turned away to look at the copy machine
tAnd those awful ruined pages, proof of just how incompetent I was, how little I deserved even thi
htemp job. “Maybe because I disrespected you, and I’d like your forgiveness.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.” My throat tightened. I had no right to his past, his privacy, when
skept my own secrets. But [ wanted to know. “I just... Why do you think you need to do that? To hir

someone?”’

I didn’t bother mentioning that he was handsome or rich. Or that he could do amazing things witl
nhis hands. He was too self-aware not to know those things. But he’d picked an almost painfull
fimpersonal way to fulfill his needs instead, and curiosity had eaten at me all week.

There was a long pause, and I almost thought he wouldn’t answer. “I don’t talk about this much.’

A self-deprecating smile. “Don’t talk about it ever, really. I suppose if anyone deserves the full story
it’s you. And maybe then you’ll be convinced you need to report me.”

,  He crossed the room and leaned against the shelf, giving me a clear path to the door. All his grac

ifled, and he seemed so weary, as if the walls and floor and metal rebar in the building were holdin;
him up—instead of the other way around.

i Iraised my chin. “I won’t change my mind.”

“My father was Benedict James.” He seemed to be waiting for a sign of recognition.

I shrugged helplessly. The name meant nothing to me.

y  “He was a serial murderer.” He looked down. When he met my gaze, his dark eyes were fille
iwith pain. “And a serial rapist. He raped and murdered seven women that they know about. Becaus:
they found the bodies.”

Shock stole the air from the room. “That’s horrible.”

n  His expression was stark. And etched into him.
e “There was one other woman, except she survived. She managed to escape his cabin and get t
the road. She got herself free.”



My stomach dropped. I knew where this was going. He’d already told me how the story ended—
with him sitting in front of me, hating himself. “I’'m so sorry,” I whispered.

I wasn’t sure he could hear me. “Not completely free, though. Turned out she was pregnant. Sh
decided to keep the child. I’'m not sure why. Back then abortion wasn’t as accepted or available. An

Iadoption...well, for whatever reason, she kept me.”

“She loved you,” I whispered.

y  His gaze met hers. “Did she? I suppose so. She tried to raise me right. To understand th
difference between right and wrong.”

t  ““You do understand, Mr. Thompson. The fact that you’re worried about me proves that much.”

. His eyes seemed to burn. “She gave me her last name and left the line on the birth certificat
blank, so the press never found out. And I’ve tried to keep myself away. To keep myself locked up. I
this office, in my penthouse. Away from people I could hurt.”

t  Oh God. “You didn’t hurt me.”

He’d touched me. He’d made me come. But he hadn’t hurt me. He also hadn’t done anything fo
himself, stopping before he could get off, stopping before he knew he’d made a mistake with me.

s  He cleared his throat. “I use the service when I need it. To keep myself in check.”

I laid a hand on his arm then. I couldn’t stop myself, even knowing I might get burned. Almos
wanting it. “You don’t have to do that. You’re a regular man, capable of... doing regular things.”
Regular sex. Regular relationships. And I almost laughed at myself for the sad spark of hope dee
sinside, as if he might have regular sex with me. A regular relationship. With me.
He shook his head, gaze locked on mine. “Maybe this 1s all I have time for.”

I If that were true, if he really preferred this, then he wouldn’t feel the need to justify it. And h
ecertainly wouldn’t make the appointments so spread out that he was dying to be with a woman, s
hungry for one that he didn’t even notice she was wearing the most old, threadbare clothing. Like

hhad been.

y  “I'don’t think so.” I had no right to tell him anything, but the tortured look in his eyes wouldn’t le
me stay quiet. [ raised my chin, stubborn. I could be stubborn when it mattered. He mattered. *“I thin

”you want more. And you deserve more.”

r, A curious light passed through his eyes. No, curious was too benign a word. This look wa
determined. This was the way he might look at an opponent across the boardroom, digging deeper an

edeeper until he’d found their weakest spot. “Why are you so understanding of this? I think mos

swomen would have reported me. Or at least quit.”
“I don’t know if that’s true. I’m not that special.” Ignoring his doubtful look, I continued. “But
know what it’s like to have people make you feel bad for things that are true—and things that aren’t.”
He looked almost amused. “No one’s trying to make me feel bad, Angel.”
He didn’t seem to notice the slip of my real name. “You’re trying to make yourself feel bad, M1
1Thompson. But the thing is, I’'m not going to let you.”

e He opened his mouth. Closed it. “Nothing special. Is that right?”

My cheeks heated. “That’s right,” I said, pretending like I had no idea what he was talking about
It wasn’t hard to pretend. Often enough I didn’t know what people were talking about.
“I think I’'m not the only one trying to make myself feel bad,” he murmured.

> I thought in that moment that he saw me better than anyone ever had. That he wanted to see m

more than anyone ever had. His head bent toward me... He s going to kiss me.




- He didn’t kiss me.

He licked my lips instead. I parted them on a gasp, and he bit my bottom lip, tugging it an
eworrying it between his teeth. Then he slipped his tongue 1nto my mouth, sliding it against mine.

1 It was a kiss, the most carnal kiss I’d ever gotten. Like animals mating. And I realized that th
nickname Big Bad Billionaire must have been given by someone who had met him, maybe even b
someone who had been fucked by him, because it completely applied to this. He was a wolf. He’«

chunted me, he’d taken me down. And now he devoured me.

I let him. I did more than that—TI kissed him back. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulles
him down to me, to my level. His hands went under my skirt, curving around my ass and lifting on
ethigh so that when he pressed me against the copy machine, my sex was flush against him. Eve
nthrough the clothes I could feel his erection. Feel the heat of him.
That wasn’t enough for him. Not enough for a man used to taking what he wanted.
He lifted me onto the copy machine, so [ was sitting on it—no, lying down on it. He spread me ou
rand stole my panties. He took over my body with the control and precision he must apply to business
and I was bared to him, spread open, left without any defenses.
He stared down at my pussy so long I began to squirm, acutely aware of the hard plastic lid [ wa
tlying on top of. My head barely rested on the edge of the copier. When his eyes met mine, they wer:
molten—dark, almost red, or rnaybe that was just the reflection from the Empty Tray light.

> “I can’t wait to taste you,” he said, his voice low, and excitement raced through me. Especiall
when he leaned down and placed his mouth against my lower lips—oh God, especially then. Hi
kissed me there without any hesitation or delay, as if he really couldn’t wait, as if he needed to lap a

emy tender skin, as if he was desperate to press his tongue between them and draw out my juices.

>  His moan vibrated through my skin, the movement almost excruciating against my clit, in the ver

Ibest way. My legs stiffened in reaction, falling off the edge of the copier. He caught them and put ther
on his shoulders. His hold on my thighs widened me, opened me to him, so he could press his fac:

teven deeper against me, sliding his tongue up and down the slick folds until I thought I would scream.

k  “Please, please, please,” I moaned.

His gaze met mine. “What do you need, Angel? Tell me.”

s  He wanted me to say it, and just the thought of it, the faint humiliation of begging and the prospec

Jof being denied, made me clench. He noticed—because his finger was inside me now. He’d slipped 1

ttin when [ was busy writhing against his mouth, so wrapped up in his tongue and my clit that I’d hardl
noticed the intrusion. But I noticed it now as my muscles squeezed him tight, just that one finger—hov

Iwould it feel to have something thicker? Like two fingers, three? Like his cock, pulsing and heavy
wrapped with latex and shoved inside me?

“Make me come,” I whispered.

His expression was strained, almost desperate, and he went at his task like a man starving. He at
at my pussy with harsh, angry strokes, using his lips and his tongue and even his teeth to bring me t
the edge.

L “Notyet.”

I gasped a breath. “Mr. Thompson.”
He groaned. “Jesus. Not yet.”

e It took all my strength not to come, all my willpower as my body surged toward orgasm, hoverin;

on the brink. I shuddered on top of the copy machine, writhed against the plastic made warm by m



body, almost turned on by the faint texture of the casing, by the cool wash of air from the vent abov
dus. Every touch on my skin turned me on—because of him. Because he was here, staring at me lik
he’d never seen anything sexier. Because he was touching me, tasting me.
e Because he made me wait.
y  “I want to see you again. Want to see those pretty tits flush pink when you come.”
1 A shudder ran through my body. My arms were boneless, useless, bound at my sides by their ow:
sex-drenched laxity, and he used his free hand to unbutton my shirt. He pulled the cloth aside an
dtugged the bra down, all while steadily, slowly pumping his finger inside me. And then anothei
estretching me, giving me the faintest burn as my walls accommodated the extra width.
n  “What did [ say I’d do to your nipples?”
“M-m-my nipples?” My voice was shaky, trembling. My whole body was trembling.
“That’s right, baby. What am I going to do to them?”
it  “You’re going to make them wet. With your mouth.”
,  His dark gaze was approving. “That’s when you come. When my lips are wrapped around you
nipple, [ want you to come on my hand. Understand?”
s  He didn’t wait for my answer. His hand sped up, circling my clit, almost there, already painful
eThat was how he wanted it: painful. This was what he longed for, what he needed, what he gave in
sometimes. With a woman he paid, like me. Only not like me, because they usually came from a
yagency. Me, I’d gone through HR.
e He leaned down, so close, and I almost came in anticipation. But then he kissed the side of m
tbreast instead. He worked lower, to the underside, grazing his teeth along tender, almost ticklish skir
And all the while his fingers worked me, bringing me higher, until my hips were rising to meet therr
yhungry and needy and so beyond shame now.
n  The urgency made me whimper, and he jolted at the sound. His mouth found my nipple, his lip
eclosed around me. He’d given me permission to come when he did this. No, he’d given me an orde
.to come, and I could have. With his fingers inside me and his thumb stroking my clit and his mouth a
my breast, I could have come so hard. But it was the expression on his face that arrested me—at onc
tender and dark, both generous and cold.
t My body shot into orgasm with all the power he used on me, the confident strokes of his finger
tand the steady sucks of his mouth. I soared through my climax, seeing stars and blinking red lights an
ysnow flakes falling, falling, coming back down to earth in a blanket of warm, white snow, but it wasn’
vthe ground at all, it was his arms, and he was holding me, soothing me while I floated back int
r,myself.
“What about you?”” I mumbled.
“Shh.”
e Iblinked rapidly, clearing my vision. “You really aren’t going to come?”
>  “Ican’t,” he said tightly. But I knew he could. He could slip inside me and come so easily. Hi
could pump into my fist or my mouth. He just wouldn’t do those things, because he was too afraid o
hurting me. The irony was almost painful as he held me sweetly, believing the worst of himself whil
he treated me better than anyone ever had before.



body, almost turned on by the faint texture of the casing, by the cool wash of air from the vent above
us. Every touch on my skin turned me on—because of him. Because he was here, staring at me like
he’d never seen anything sexier. Because he was touching me, tasting me.

Because he made me wait.

“I want to see you again. Want to see those pretty tits flush pink when you come.”

A shudder ran through my body. My arms were boneless, useless, bound at my sides by their own
sex-drenched laxity, and he used his free hand to unbutton my shirt. He pulled the cloth aside and
tugged the bra down, all while steadily, slowly pumping his finger inside me. And then another,
stretching me, giving me the faintest burn as my walls accommodated the extra width.

“What did I say I’d do to your nipples?”

“M-m-my nipples?” My voice was shaky, trembling. My whole body was trembling.

“That’s right, baby. What am I going to do to them?”

“You’re going to make them wet. With your mouth.”

His dark gaze was approving. “That’s when you come. When my lips are wrapped around your
nipple, I want you to come on my hand. Understand?”

He didn’t wait for my answer. His hand sped up, circling my clit, almost there, already painful.
That was how he wanted it: painful. This was what he longed for, what he needed, what he gave in to
sometimes. With a woman he paid, like me. Only not like me, because they usually came from an
agency. Me, I’d gone through HR.

He leaned down, so close, and I almost came in anticipation. But then he kissed the side of my
breast instead. He worked lower, to the underside, grazing his teeth along tender, almost ticklish skin.
And all the while his fingers worked me, bringing me higher, until my hips were rising to meet them,
hungry and needy and so beyond shame now.

The urgency made me whimper, and he jolted at the sound. His mouth found my nipple, his lips
closed around me. He’d given me permission to come when he did this. No, he’d given me an order
to come, and I could have. With his fingers inside me and his thumb stroking my clit and his mouth at
my breast, [ could have come so hard. But it was the expression on his face that arrested me—at once
tender and dark, both generous and cold.

My body shot into orgasm with all the power he used on me, the confident strokes of his fingers
and the steady sucks of his mouth. I soared through my climax, seeing stars and blinking red lights and
snowflakes falling, falling, coming back down to earth in a blanket of warm, white snow, but it wasn’t
the ground at all, it was his arms, and he was holding me, soothing me while I floated back into
myself.

“What about you?”” I mumbled.

“Shh.”

I blinked rapidly, clearing my vision. “You really aren’t going to come?”’

“I can’t,” he said tightly. But I knew he could. He could slip inside me and come so easily. He
could pump into my fist or my mouth. He just wouldn’t do those things, because he was too afraid of
hurting me. The irony was almost painful as he held me sweetly, believing the worst of himself while
he treated me better than anyone ever had before.



CHAPTER SIX

O THurRsDAY MORNING the elevator dinged. I looked up to see the doors open. All of Mr. Thompson’.
appointments came through that elevator. It was the only way in or out. Sometimes they were men, al
wearing suits and ties and nervous expressions. Other times they were women, and I had to wonder 1
he was using them the same way he’d used me. He left the door open a crack, so I knew he wasn’t
Which just made me wonder why he’d left the door open. Did he know I’d wonder? Bottom line:
was slowly going insane.

This arrival was a man. Or a boy, really, younger than most of the execs who had appointments
He had pale blond hair and a grin that almost hid his unease.

He stopped in front of my desk. “Noah Waters. I'm here to see Mr. Thompson.”

I double-checked the calendar in case there’d been any last-minute changes from when D'«
memorized it at the start of the day. Despite the rocky start, or maybe because of it, I was determine:
to be freaking great at this job. And copier battles aside, I’d mostly managed it—even if all it ha
earned me were grunts and clipped thanks from the boss.

Your ten o’clock is here, I typed 1nto the company IM system like Christy had taught me to do.

Mr. Thompson didn’t immediately answer, so | figured he was on a call or something,

“He’ll just be a minute,” I told Noah with a nod toward the waiting chairs. The uncomfortabl
waiting chairs, which I’d found out one day when I’d sat in them. Had to be some kind of intimidatio
tactic, because the company could afford plush luxury on all the floors, especially the top. Not t
mention my own chair behind the desk—Christy’s chair—which was an ergonomic masterpiece.

But Noah didn’t sit. “Are you new here?” he asked instead.

At my questioning look he gave me a sheepish smile. “I didn’t see you at the Fourth of Jul
picnic.”

“Oh.” I blushed. I wasn’t sure why 1 blushed except there was something in his eyes that looke:
like interest. It had been a long time since I’d seen interest that didn’t also come with a threat, like th
guards in prison or strangers on the street. Or a certain billionaire just a few feet away. “I’'m jus
temping until Christmas,” I explained. “Nothing permanent.”

He seemed disappointed but undeterred. “What’s your name?”

“Angel. Christy will be back after the holidays. I’ll be gone soon.”

His smile finally faltered. “Me too, I think.”

Sympathy tightened my lips. Dread and I were old friends—old enough that I could recognize it 1
someone else. [ wasn’t sure I should ask but... “Is everything okay?”

“Okay? No, not really. It’s a mess actually. A really big screwup.”

Oh no. “I’m sorry. Maybe Mr. Thompson will understand. He’s harsh but fair.” I had slowl
learned what Christy meant by that, watching Mr. Thompson in action. He was a lot of bark, but h
only bit when it was really warranted.

Noah shook his head. “He won’t understand this. Someone’s going to take the fall, and it’s goin;
to be me.”

The way he said it was full of conviction, as if he was determined to be the one. As if there migt



be someone else to do it.
Mr. Thompson’s message appeared on my screen. Send him in.
“He’s ready to see you now.” I tried for a supportive expression—but I was pretty sure I failed
I’d seen exactly how the boss could be when he was pissed, and apparently he was pissed at Noal
Waters. I had a feeling we were going to see the Big Bad Billionaire very soon, as if the white-winte
ssun outside was a moon, ready to turn the man into a monster. He would howl, and he would snap.
Jjust hoped Noah would still be standing when Mr. Thompson turned back.

f  As Noah walked to the office and opened the door, another message popped up in the IM console
- Do the other assholes that work for me flirt with you?

1 [1stared at the message, shocked more by the tone of intimacy than the actual question. The tone o
possession. It almost sounded like he was jealous. Which was ridiculous considering he’d touche:
. me, he’d kissed my skin. He’d made me come, and then discarded me like it was all a big mistake.
" It had been a mistake, I reminded myself. So where did he get off acting jealous?
I typed into the IM console. Noah was just being nice.
q I glanced at the office, where the door was cracked open. I couldn’t see inside, but I imagine
jNoah sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk, waiting nervously for Mr. Thompson

jacknowledge him. But Mr. Thompson must have been typing because a new message appeared.
Like I was nice to you?

[ rolled my eyes. Sometimes smart people could be very stupid. Have a good meeting, 1 typed and shu

the window.

Except it wasn’t a good meeting. Over the next twenty minutes I listened through the opening in th
“door as Mr. Thompson blasted Noah for some mistake that had cost the company a lot of money
"Based on the way Noah was defending himself—or rather, wasn’t defending himself—it was a valic
deriticism. Still, 1 winced as M. Thompson’s anger seemed to grow stronger with every passin;

minute.

And I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d somehow made it worse by talking to Noah while wi
Ywaited. Even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong.

“Pack your shit,” I heard Mr. Thompson say. “And get out of my building.”

My eyes widened. Without thinking out a plan, I was up from my seat. I crossed the short spac:
~and pushed the door open in time to see a defeated Noah standing up, his shoulders slumped an
‘Smile long gone.

“I'msorry for disappointing you, sir,” Noah said stiffly.

“Wait,” I said. “You can’t fire him.”

Mr. Thompson sent me an icy glare. “What are you doing?”

Noah’s eyes widened. Concern creased his forehead. “Yeah, Angel. What are you doing?”

Of course Mr. Thompson didn’t miss the use of my first name. His eyes narrowed. And the trut
was, | didn’t know what I was doing. This was how I got myself into trouble, doing things withou
thinking them through. Leaving home because I knew I couldn’t stay. Holding my boyfriend’s boxe
Yeven though I knew they held illegal stuff, because he’d protected me on the streets. Lying on the jol
eapplication because it was the only way I could work.

And now here I was, standing in front of the Big Bad Billionaire, probably about to lose my jol
Sfor an entirely different reason. I licked my lips, fighting with myself. How the hell was I going to ge

out of this? But I was already neck-deep and sinking fast. “I’m just suggesting you rethink you
posmon Maybe he could find a way to fix his mistake at the beginning of the New Year.”

—_ O



“He lost the company over a million dollars.”
My eyes widened. That was a lot of money. Still... “It’s a week before Christmas,” I said weakly
.“You can’t fire someone right before Christmas.”
h  “Can,” Mr. Thompson said. “Just did. It’s called making a point. In fact, I can do it again if yo
rwant another demonstration?”
I Oh shit, I couldn’t be fired. Not when I’d done everything right. Except for keeping my mout,
shut.
“Angel,” Noah said. “Don’t get yourself in trouble over me. It’s not worth it.”
“Listen to him,” Mr. Thompson said. “He’s really not.”
t Inarrowed my eyes. [ may not be the brightest person in the room—definitely wasn’t—but I knev
how to stand up for myself. In fact, getting picked on my whole life had taught me not to back dowr
“Is that supposed to impress me? The Big Bad Billionaire is going to blow my house down?”
Noah sucked in a breath. “Angel.”
Challenge sparked in Mr. Thompson’s eyes, and I almost thought... he /iked when I talked to hir
dthis way. Either that or he hated it, and he’d ruin my life and get me thrown back in prison.
Y “No, I’ve got this,” I said. “I’m not scared of him. All my life people have tried to tell me to si
down and shut up, but guess what? I’m not going to. You’re firing someone who doesn’t deserve it
who’s taking the fall, and if I’'m the only one with enough balls to say it to your face, then so be 1t.”

Both men looked shocked. The tension was as thick as the snowstorm I could see through th
window.

“Taking the fall,” Mr. Thompson said quietly.

I took a deep breath—and a gamble. “Are you telling me that Noah was responsible for over :
million dollars without a single safeguard in place? Without one other person checking his work? S
where are they?”

“Mr. Waters?” Our boss drew out the name in a way that was somehow scarier than when he wa
yelhng

Noah shifted. “I told you I’'m taking responsibility for this, and [ am.”

There was a long silence. Finally Mr. Thompson sighed. “I appreciate loyalty. I value it. But you
loyalty needs to lie with the company. I need a complete report of what happened on this project. It’
not just about protecting the people around you, especially since they didn’t do the same for you. It’
about making sure this doesn’t happen again.”

After a beat Noah nodded. “I’ll tell you everything. But you need to understand, it was :
culmination of mistakes that led to us losing that deal. And some of it was just plain bad luck. But
was the team lead, and I take responsibility for the outcome.”
hN “Sit,” Mr. Thompson said gruffly. Then he turned to me. His eyes narrowed. “And you. Outside

ow.”
I scurried out of his office. Unfortunately that didn’t provide much protection because M
3Thorn]pson followed me. Damn it.
Nerves ate me up from the inside like acid all through my body. My heart was pounding. I starte
babbling. “Look, I’'m only here for one more week, but if you want me gone early—"
“Ms. Cole.”
. “Just so you know, I’d never even met Noah Waters before today and never plan to again, so i
wasn’t anything like flirting or—"

It
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“Angel, listen to me. Part of the reason I was firing Mr. Waters was because I could tell he wa
r.holding back information about the project failure. I assumed he was covering his own ass. But wi
handle large-volume deals all the time. Losses happen. Mistakes happen.”
u  “Oh.”
“I don’t go around firing my employees right before Christmas for making mistakes.” He paused
h*“Or for speaking out of turn.”
Relief coursed through me. “Cold but generous,” I murmured.
His eyes darkened. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’'m a good man, Angel.”
“Too late.” The words came out a whisper.
v He reached for me, his hand one inch from my face. [ was sure he’d cup my cheek. Sure he’d leas
..down and kiss me, standing outside his office with Noah Waters waiting inside. And I wouldn’t hav:
turned away. I told him with my eyes just how much I wanted to feel his lips on mine. I didn’t alway
do the smart thing. Almost never, in fact. I did what felt right, and this felt right. His eyes locked o
nmine, his hands on me. He felt right.
“You do something to me,” he muttered. “I don’t like 1t.”
t  And just like that, a splash of cold regret doused any desire I had. Any hope. I may as well hav
., rolled around in the snow for how I felt as he went into his office and shut the door.
I don 't like it.

(¢}



“Angel, listen to me. Part of the reason I was firing Mr. Waters was because I could tell he was
holding back information about the project failure. I assumed he was covering his own ass. But we
handle large-volume deals all the time. Losses happen. Mistakes happen.”

“Oh.”

“I don’t go around firing my employees right before Christmas for making mistakes.” He paused.
“Or for speaking out of turn.”

Relief coursed through me. “Cold but generous,” I murmured.

His eyes darkened. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’'m a good man, Angel.”

“Too late.” The words came out a whisper.

He reached for me, his hand one inch from my face. I was sure he’d cup my cheek. Sure he’d lean
down and kiss me, standing outside his office with Noah Waters waiting inside. And I wouldn’t have
turned away. I told him with my eyes just how much I wanted to feel his lips on mine. I didn’t always
do the smart thing. Almost never, in fact. I did what felt right, and this felt right. His eyes locked on
mine, his hands on me. He felt right.

“You do something to me,” he muttered. “I don’t like it.”

And just like that, a splash of cold regret doused any desire I had. Any hope. I may as well have
rolled around in the snow for how I felt as he went into his office and shut the door.

I don't like it.



CHAPTER SEVEN

I crosep THE last of the files, satisfied that I’d finished my work before leaving. A bittersweet feelin;
because today was my last day.

It was also Christmas Eve, and most of the building had already left. At seven o’ clock, it fel
much later. Snowfall had grown heavier all day. It verged on a storm now, darkening the streets a
people rushed to get home with last-minute packages. Lights were on in Mr. Thompson’s office, and
knew he was still there, because he’d come in early this morning—and hadn’t left yet.

[ stared at the office door, which was cracked open. In invitation?

That was wishful thinking. I couldn’t see inside, but maybe that was for the best. Even if [ went 11
there, what would I say? He wouldn’t care that I was leaving. For good, this time. I was just a
awkward situation he’d be glad to get rid of.

But I cared. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I hated myself for being so transparent. How had
started to fall for my boss when I’d only worked here for two weeks? When the first time we’d met
he’d made me come so hard I couldn’t breathe? When he watched me and listened to me and eve
flirted with me 1in that gruff, brutal way of his?

Okay, so maybe the crush wasn’t that far-fetched considering,

Still, I shouldn’t be thinking about saying anything else to him. Not even goodbye. I left a quic]
note for Christy letting her know the work I’d done, so she’d know where to pick up. Then I grabbe:
my purse and headed for the elevator.

I refused to look back at the office. Refused to care. I made it inside the elevator. The doors sli
shut behind me... until a hand pushed in to stop them.

Mr. Thompson.

“Going down?” he asked.

I averted my eyes and nodded. Outwardly I remained calm and collected, but inside my sense
went haywire like they did every time he was nearby. The size of him, filling up every spare inch 1
the elevator. The heat of him, making my skin tingle.

The musky male scent of him, turning me to liquid. God, I need to get out of this elevator.

Either that or I needed never to leave it.

Out of the corner of my eye I watched him step inside and press the button for the lobby. Th
elevator began moving.

“Do you have plans?” He cleared his throat. “For Christmas Eve?”

[ blinked. Why was he making small talk after avoiding me for two weeks? And hov
embarrassing would it be to tell himno, I didn’t have any plans?

I was saved from that embarrassment when the elevator shuddered to a stop, well before wi
would have reached the ground floor. The lights flickered and went off. I blinked as low yellow light
appeared from the bottom of the walls, giving me just enough illumination to make out the shadows.

The elevator doors didn’t open.

“What’s going on?” I whispered. Something about the darkness made it seem like I should by
quiet.



He pressed the buttons, but they weren’t even lit. “The storm must have taken down the grid.”

Crap, just what I needed, to be trapped with the man I had an inappropriate and completel
unrequited crush on. My heart began beating faster, as if this was some kind of private makeou
session instead of just bad luck. “Security will know to look for us, won’t they?”

“Yes.” A beat passed. “Maybe not. There aren’t many people with access to this elevator. An
gmost people leave early on Christmas Eve. In fact, why are you still here?”

“I don’t have any family in town.” I didn’t have any family at all, but he didn’t need to know that
tMy daddy hadn’t responded to my letter from jail, and maybe that was all I deserved after runnin;
saway from home, for not trusting him enough to stay. Stupid girl, he’d called me.

I  Sometimes I thought running away had been the smartest thing I’d ever done.

“I see,” Mr. Thompson said.

And I thought that, somehow, he may have figured it out. Who spent the night before Christma
nfiling papers for a boss who didn’t even like them? I did, apparently. Who stuck around at the end of":
ntemp job because they didn’t want it to be over? Me again.

Stupid girl.

I I’d always believed I'd prove my dad wrong, but I never had, and days like this, I thought I neve

mwould.

n  Mr. Thompson pulled out his phone. Light from the screen filled the elevator with a blue glow
making it feel more intimate, more wrong. And more clear, as the faint light lit his face. “Damn,” h
muttered. “Signal is shit in here. Try yours?”

k “I—Idon’t have a cellphone.”

1  He glanced at me, and I felt his surprise overcome his frustration. “Why not?”’

A blush heated my face. Thank goodness it was too dark for him to see the proof of m
jembarrassment. At least I hoped so. I certainly couldn’t see the tan color of his skin or dark mahogan

of his hair. He was all angles and shadows to me now, more a dream than reality, which made 1
easier somehow to tell the truth. “I can’t afford one.”

I expected him to look away. I wanted him to look away, to give me some relief, but instead hi
sgaze sharpened even further. And I knew he was taking note of my clothes that didn’t quite fit or th
nwinter jacket with holes in it. “How long have you been working temp jobs?”

Oh God, was he going to find out now? At the very end? It wouldn’t matter if he fired me, but if h

found out I’d lied and told the authorities, I could be put back in jail.

“This 1s my first job out of school,” I said vaguely, desperately, hoping it would be enough.

e “Have you applied for permanent positions?”

“Um. Yeah.” I’d applied to a hundred positions, both permanent and not. Each time disclosing m

criminal record. And then, when I’d gotten hungry enough and scared enough, I’d skipped th
ydisclosure. And the HR person for Thompson Industries called me the next day. “Haven’t found on
yet.”

e “Why not?” The question was blunt. And painful.

“There are a lot of people looking for jobs. And not that many jobs. And, well, I'm not th

brightest bulb. I know that too.”

He made a dismissive sound. “That again.”

e “It’s the truth,” I said. Liar. “But I think I can do a good job. If I can find someone to take a chanc
onme.”



Like you. But I didn’t say that. All I was hoping for now was that he wouldn’t ask any mor
yquestions. If I could make it out of this elevator, out of his sight, he’d forget all about the mousy temy
tassistant he’d had. And I’d be safe.

“Imsure I’ll find something soon,” I said hastily, attempting a smile.

1 “Jesus,” he muttered. Then without warning, he banged on the elevator doors. Bang bang bang.
jumped back, startled, my heart jumping into my throat.

. The silence that followed rang in my ears. No footsteps came running, No shouts asked if wi

gwere okay.

No one was there.

[ bit my lip. “Mr. Thompson?”’

“I think, considering all that’s happened, you can call me Gage,” he said wryly.

My eyes lowered in the dark. “How long do you think it’1l be?”

a  “Not long.” A longer pause this time. “I don’t know. There’s always someone from security o
standby even when the building is mostly empty. But they might be patrolling the grounds. They migh
be unable to get here due to the storm. For all I know, they could be in one of the elevator cars, stuc

rjust like us.”

“Oh.”

. With a muttered curse, he started pacing. Since the elevator car was small and his stride was long

che could only go one-and-a-half steps before turning. And with each turn, his movements got a littl
more jerky, his stride a little more clipped. He practically vibrated with tension; it filled the ai1
making me jittery and hot.

“Don’t like small spaces?” I asked.

y  He turned to face me. “What?”

“Small spaces. They make you stressed? That’s understandable.”

t  He laughed shortly. “No, the space 1sn’t the problem.”

Was the problem... me? It seemed crazy that a girl like me could impact him this much, but clearl
she was upset. Hurt arced through me. He’d already told me he didn’t like me, didn’t like the way
emade him feel, but it still hurt to be reminded of it. “I’m sorry,” I said, hating how my voice shook

“I'm sure they’ll get us out soon.”

e He swore. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“You can’t see me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Angel. I can see you in the dark. I can see you with my eyes closed.

see you in my dreams. I can’t seem to stop seeing you.”

y  The air rushed out of me. “Mr. Thompson?”’

e “Don’t Mr. Thompson me. You know exactly what effect you have on me with those goddamn ugl

eskirts and those goddamn ugly heels. And that smile. So fucking innocent. Do you practice that?”

Tears stung my eyes. “Why do you talk like that to me?”

I waited for a sharp retort, something angry and cutting, but it never came. “Because I'm ai
easshole,” he said shortly. “Because I don’t know how to deal with you. With this.”

Pain laced his words, and my anger melted away. ““You don’t have to deal with me.”

I won't be here tomorrow. Won 't see you again. Am I the only one sad about that?

e “I want you,” he said, his voice raw and rough like an open nerve. “I need you. But I can’t touc]
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e Because of what he’d told me? It seemed impossible that it would hold him back if he reall

swanted something, wanted someone, and yet he seemed so torn. Like a wolf with his paw caught in :
trap—except the trap wasn’t a physical thing made of metal. The trap was his own past, his ow:
mind. His own fears. My heart broke for the mother who’d seen her rape every time she’d looked a
Ther child. It broke even more for the child who’d seen that shame in her eyes and understood he wa
the cause of it.

e Ican't touch you.

If he couldn’t touch me, then I could touch him. I could be the bridge between us, my hand on hi
arm, his skin hot under my palm. His whole body stilled at the contact. I felt his muscles flex unde
my hand as a shiver ran through him.

“Don’t do that.” Almost a growl.

“Why not? You won’t hurt me.” To prove my point, [ squeezed gently.

n  For a moment, his whole body leaned toward me. I was sure he would kiss me, but then he yanke:
thimself away. “God, Angel. Do you want to be raped? Is that what this 1s about? Some sick game o
kchicken? Because I will do it. I’ll hurt you, and I won’t even feel sorry for it.”

His words sickened me—not because I believed them, but because he did. He really believed h
was capable of hurting me. I knew otherwise. And as for feeling sorry... he was already sufferin;

rdeep, searing regret for things he hadn’t even done, for crimes his father had committed.
e “I'mnot afraid of you,” I whispered.
, “Then you’re an even bigger fool than you thought.”

I winced. He’d said it to hurt me, and it had worked. For a moment, I turned away, facing th
corner as I blinked back tears. But I knew how badly he wanted me, and that was enough to lend my
courage. The courage to help him. Nothing I said would convince him. So I would have to show hir
instead.

With trembling fingers, I began unbuttoning my dress shirt, just like he’d done two weeks ago.

y  Despite the darkness, he noticed immediately. “What the hell are you doing?”
I “Making a point,” I said, repeating what he’d told me in the office that day with Noah Waters.
pulled my shirt from the waistband and faced him.

His breath caught. “Stop that right now.”

I dropped the shirt on the floor and toed off my shoes. He backed up—but there was nowhere fo
him to go. His back hit the elevator wall, and he leaned back, pressing his head against the wall an

Istaring at me through slitted eyes. His jaw must have been clamped shut the way the words came out
“I. Said. Stop.”

“I heard you. But I’'m not going to listen.” I gave him an apologetic smile. “I stopped working a

ynoon. It’s Christmas Eve, you know.”

“Not funny.”

I reached behind me and unclasped my bra. I held it to my breasts as the straps fell down aroun

nmy arms. “This 1sn’t a joke.”

“It’s not going to be a joke when you’re lying there, broken, hurt, because you didn’t fucking tak
me seriously.”

I didn’t want my fingers to tremble as they worked at my skirt and my stockings, but I couldn’

hhelp it. Not with his threat hanging in the air.

“Angel,” he said sharply.



y  Istilled, looking down. “What is it you like to do to girls?”

a  “Not girls, Angel. What I did before—that was scratching a fucking itch. What I want to do t

nyou... is take you. Without a care for whether you like it or want it. Without making sure you can eve;

tmove after that.” He laughed shortly. “No, that’s not true. The truth 1s I don’t want you to be able t

smove. [ want you fucking shattered underneath me. Understand?”

Oh, I understood. I understood that he thought he would hurt me, just like his father had hurt hi
mother. That he saw those impulses inside himself, the ones that wanted to pin me down and fuck me

sand saw the pain and shame and hatred from his own conception. I understood that he saw the pas

rrepeating itself, and he cared enough about me to warn me away.

I couldn’t bear the thought of him in pain, believing the worst of himself. Because he wasn’t hi
father. He wasn’t a rapist. And he wouldn’t harm me, not really. I believed that—and I was about t
stake my life on it.

1  Ireleased my hold on the bra and let it fall to the ground.

t  He turned his head away as if the sight of my bare breasts—even in the shadows—was painful
Then he slid to the ground. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he muttered hoarsely.

e “Youwon’t,” I promised him.

g But he didn’t believe me. Of course he didn’t believe me; that was why I needed to prove it.

I sank to my knees in front of him. He started to reach for me... and then pulled his hands back. Hi
reached up and grabbed the shiny metal bar that wrapped around the elevator walls. “I’m not going t«
touch you. You may be fucking suicidal, but I’m not going to help you do this.”

e Arough edge of fear marked his voice, and it hurt me to hear. But it also strengthened my resolve.

e Iput my hands on the bar beside his and leaned forward, my breasts right in front of his face.

n  “Oh God,” he muttered and leaned forward, rubbing his face over my breasts, feeling them wit!
his cheeks, his nose, his eyelids. Running the five o’clock shadow of his jaw over my tender flesk
abrading me. “So fucking beautiful.”

He was lost in me, learning the shape of my breasts, breathing me in. And I was lost in hirr

Igripping the bar tight through the pain, moaning softly when he caught one nipple in his mouth. Hi
sucked, making it wet, just like he’d promised that first day, and my legs clenched together 1
response.

r  “Feels so good,” I whispered. “Want more.”

1 I knew my words were slurring as if [ were drugged, and I was, high on the pleasure coursin;

..through me, but he needed to know I was okay. It must have worked, because he did just what I asked
He licked and sucked and bit his way to my other nipple and sucked me there until I cried out.

t  He never released his grip on the bar.

I felt a little mean for teasing him this way, even though I hadn’t meant it as a tease. I pulled back
and he groaned, sounding almost desperate. Then the sound changed, grew more urgent as I bega

Junbuttoning his dress shirt.

“Wait,” he gasped. “It’s enough. Just let me... let me touch you again. Let me use you.”

e I knew exactly how good it would feel to let him do that, like he had the first day. And I knew 1
would end there, with me feeling wonderful and him still afraid of his own dark desires. I couldn’t d«
tthat to him, even 1f he wanted me to.

Underneath his dress shirt was a white tank. I pushed it up out of the way, revealing the har
planes of his abs, his chest, lightly furred and clenched tight with restraint.



“So sexy,” I murmured.
>  He laughed, unsteady—more an exhalation of air. “Angel, enough.”

n  “No.” I trailed a finger down his chest, enjoying the ripple of muscles, all the way down his ab
dand over his belt, to the bulge in his pants. It pulsed at my touch. “I don’t think 1t’s enough.”

He made a muffled sound that I took as wholehearted agreement. With him, that was as close as
swould get.

,, I stroked him through his pants. “Keep holding on to the bar if you want.”
t  “Okay.” He shut his eyes. “I’m going to.”

He said it like a threat. It made me smile. [ was still smiling when I unzipped his pants and pulles
sout his cock. How pretty. He wouldn’t like that word, but it was perfect for his cock. Long and thic]
dand 1mpossibly smooth. Already wet at the tip, because he wanted me that much. What could b

prettier than that?

I leaned down and kissed the tip. He jerked in my hand. His whole body shuddered, but he didn’
.release the bar. When I pulled back, my lips were wet from his arousal.

“More?” I asked.

“I can’t control it.” He was pleading with me now. For me to keep going? Or for me to stop’

Maybe both. Maybe he wanted to hurt me and have me forgive him.
e Ileaned down and closed my lips around the head of his cock.
> “Fuck,” he shouted. The word bounced off the walls, filling the elevator.

I used my hand to pump his cock while I sucked the head and swirled my tongue around. I tried t
draw out every drop of salty precum, swallowing it down and searching out more. It was hard to tak
him deep in this position, with him sitting up straight. He was practically holding his body up

hgripping the bar and pushing his hips toward me. I took him as far as I could, letting the wetness slid:
,down and coat him, using it to lubricate my fist as I worked him.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

,, [ barely understood what he was saying, or why, until I saw his arms come down. As if release:
efrom a spring, they grabbed me before I could blink. He rocked forward, shoving me down to th
nfloor, climbing on top of me. Sorry, sorry, sorry.

My breath was coming fast and then not at all. Was this it? Was he going to hurt me now, like he’«

sworn he would? But I wasn’t afraid of him. I was afraid for him. How much would he hate himself1
she did hurt me? And I knew I would let him do anything to me. I’d never say no. Never make hir
L.regret anything we did together.
I let him move me, let him yank down my panties and spread my legs. Let him put his mout
against my sex, and God, God, it wasn’t a hardship at all to let him suck my clit. He dipped low an
,slid his tongue into my folds, drawing out slickness and pleasure, making me shudder and cry out
nThen he went high again, lashing my clit with steady, urgent strokes, begging me to come, demandin;
it.

“Mr. Thompson.”

t  His voice was muffled, but I heard him anyway. “God, yes. Again.”

>  He pressed one finger inside me, working it along the inner walls until I clenched around him. Hi
added another finger until I felt full—but not enough. Not even his wicked tongue on my clit or hi

ddeft fingers in my cunt were enough.

Tears fell down my cheeks. “Mr. Thompson,” I whispered.



He lunged forward until his body canted over mine. His eyes were dark orbs above me, almos
cruel. He notched his cock against my body, a warm and urgent threat. “I’m sorry, Angel.”
s Then he pushed inside me, relentless, giving me no time to adjust, no time to do anything bu
stretch and burn and ripple around his hard flesh as I sobbed his name. Immediately he pulled bac!
Iand thrust inside me again, his pace faster than I could breathe, his movements so hard I felt like th
whole elevator car was moving instead of just him.
It felt like his entire body was slamming into my clit, the friction too painful to come, but then h
shifted position and his cock pressed a place inside me. I wrapped my legs around him and held on a
dhe battered that place until I was begging him, asking for something with incoherent moans an
kstuttered breaths. Needing to come.
e He pinned my arms above my head. “Angel. Oh fuck, Angel. I didn’t want to hurt you.”
I didn’t have enough air to respond. I was barely holding on as he rode me. In the end it wasn’t hi
tcock filling me up or his hands on my wrists that made me come. It was his cheek brushing agains
mine that pushed me over, the unexpected intimacy of the moment, my heart swelling along with m
clit as I shuddered beneath him.
? My climax caused his, and he made a choked sound as he pressed himself into me, somehov
deeper, somehow harder, straining against me while he filled me with his seed.
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He lunged forward until his body canted over mine. His eyes were dark orbs above me, almost
cruel. He notched his cock against my body, a warm and urgent threat. “I’m sorry, Angel.”

Then he pushed inside me, relentless, giving me no time to adjust, no time to do anything but
stretch and burn and ripple around his hard flesh as I sobbed his name. Immediately he pulled back
and thrust inside me again, his pace faster than I could breathe, his movements so hard I felt like the
whole elevator car was moving instead of just him.

It felt like his entire body was slamming into my clit, the friction too painful to come, but then he
shifted position and his cock pressed a place inside me. I wrapped my legs around him and held on as
he battered that place until I was begging him, asking for something with incoherent moans and
stuttered breaths. Needing to come.

He pinned my arms above my head. “Angel. Oh fuck, Angel. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

I didn’t have enough air to respond. I was barely holding on as he rode me. In the end it wasn’t his
cock filling me up or his hands on my wrists that made me come. It was his cheek brushing against
mine that pushed me over, the unexpected intimacy of the moment, my heart swelling along with my
clit as I shuddered beneath him.

My climax caused his, and he made a choked sound as he pressed himself into me, somehow
deeper, somehow harder, straining against me while he filled me with his seed.



CHAPTER EIGHT

I Groanep. “On God, that feels so good.”

Gage’s white smile was like the Cheshire cat’s in the dark. “Too much?”

My toes scrunched up as he ran his capable hands over my heel. An extremely intimate soun
escaped me. A footrub in a stalled elevator was officially the most decadent thing that had eve
happened to me, and I never wanted it to end.

“Just right,” I said on an exhale.

His voice grew serious. “You work too hard.”

I had to laugh. “You’re telling me that?”

“I own the company. | have a vested interest in its success. But you... you weren’t even gettin,
overtime. I checked.”

Thank goodness it was dark so he couldn’t see me blush. “I guess I thought if I did a good enoug]
job, I might be considered for a permanent position.”

Of course I’d known what a long shot that was, if only because it might require a more in-dept
background check, one that might turn up sealed records.

But Mr. Thompson was silent, and I knew that he had never even considered offering me :
permanent position. Not surprising, considering our first encounter, but it still hurt to know that h
hadn’t wanted me. I’d thought I did good work, but maybe I was wrong. Or maybe that didn’t matter.

A few cards short of a deck, my daddy had said.

I tried to lighten the mood. “Not sure I’d want to work here anyway. What’s with offices being s«
high and spacious? I’'m more of a burrower.”

“Angel...”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll find another temp job. It’s not a problem.”

“Angel, I don’t understand why you’re trying to get a job like this. Filing papers? Filling ou
forms?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just like paying my bills.”

He barked a laugh. “Fair enough. [ meant it isn’t you. That isn’t where your strengths lie.”

“What strengths?”” I wasn’t fishing for compliments. I was genuinely curious if there was any wa
to earn a living while being both gullible and hopeless. Preferably not on my back.

“Angel, you’re caring, you’re courageous. You're also pretty damn smart no matter what you say
But as much as I’d love to see you every day, it’d be distracting to have you as my secretary. I don’
think 1t would make you happy either, would it?”

“Well, I’d have food and clothes and maybe even my own apartment. They say money can’t bu
happiness, but those things make me pretty happy.”

“You need to do something. You don’t need to do this. There are a lot of jobs in the world tha
aren’t being an assistant to assholes like me.”

“There aren’t,” I said flatly. “But I guess my daddy was right after all. I can’t make it in the rea
world.”

“This?” He made a sweeping gesture at the shiny metal walls of the elevator, at the marble floors



“This 1sn’t the real world. This i1s a boxing ring, and you aren’t going to be happy here because yor
don’t like to hit people.”

“I appreciate the attempt, but I know the real reason I’ll never make it.” And it wasn’t even th
criminal record I had to disclose on every job application. The real reason was what had gotten me 1
jail in the first place. Too trusting, too blind, and too...

He groaned. “Jesus. You need to stop with that. You’re not stupid.”

I gave him a look. Which probably would have been more effective if he could see my face

1“Don’t patronize me. I know what I am.”
r  “Fuck, Angel. You of all people know me better than that. ’'m not a nice person. I’'m not going t«
tell you things just to make you feel better, not if [ don’t believe them.”

That was true, he wouldn’t.

“Who told you that?”” he demanded. “Your father? If so, he’s an asshole.”

Something shifted inside me to have Mr. Thompson acknowledge that. Because my daddy ha

gbeen an asshole. He hadn’t cared when they’d diagnosed me with some kind of learning disability
and he definitely hadn’t gotten me the help they’d recommended. No, he’d been too interested in my
hfor all the wrong reasons, kissing and hugging me while he insulted me, hoping I was too stupid t
figure out why he really liked to hold his thirteen-year-old daughter so close. I’d learned to keep m
hhead down. Learned to stay under the radar.

Learned to be stupid, so no one would ever pay attention to me.

a  Or maybe I was just fooling myself. Maybe I was just stupid and desperate enough to make y
ereasons.

A cold sensation wrapped around me, gripping me with its fingers and squeezing tight. Ther:
were no more reasons to make up. No more excuses. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,”

ysaid flatly.

He blinked, clearly not used to people talking to him that way. But he didn’t get angry. Instead hi
eyes softened. “I know you’re smart in everything that matters. You’re smart about people. You'r
smart about the way I treat you and the way you treat me.” He paused. “You’re smart about us.”

t  About us. Oh God. I wanted there to be an us. And how stupid was that? “I have a record,”
whispered.

“What?”

“I have...” Damn it, this was harder than I’d thought. And I’d thought it would be pretty freakin;

yhard. “I have a criminal record, okay? I got out of jail six weeks ago. I was inside for two years, fo
conspiracy to possess with intent to distribute.”

7. He stared at me, mouth open. His brown eyes were no longer angry or fierce. They were shocked
tand for the first time I noticed his dark lashes. They made him seem younger, almost vulnerable. Hi
was like the building, hard steel and concrete—and the thin layer of glass that I’d slammed into like :

ysledgehammer, breaking it with no care at all, only concerned about what this job would mean to me.

He shook his head slowly, disbelieving. ““You were... a drug dealer?”

t A short bitter laugh escaped me. “That would require some level of intelligence. And in that case
I wouldn’t be broke. No, I was just the dumb girlfriend of the dealer. I kept the boxes in the room
Iwas renting because he’d asked me to. And when the cops showed up to search them...”
“Jesus, Angel.”
“I do have my diploma,” T said somewhat defensively. “At least that part was true. I got m



nassociates degree while I was there. But I didn’t disclose my crime on the application. That’s the onl
reason | got this temp job.”
e He was silent a moment, the darkness almost suffocating as I waited for him to judge me. H
ncouldn’t say anything worse than I’d already told myself. But it would still hurt, from him.
“How the fuck does a minor get two years in prison for someone else’s crime?”
Surprise held me suspended, almost floating above the cool elevator floor, hanging by a breatt
.He didn’t seem mad... at me. It had to be a mistake. A temporary reprieve. Just one more thing
didn’t deserve. “The judge said I needed to learn my lesson. That running away from home has
dproven how little responsibility I took for my life. He said that even if [ hadn’t meant to, I should hav:
known better.”

“That’s ridiculous. What was his name?”

“The judge?” My eyes widened. What did he want to know that for? “I’m not telling you.”

“I’1l find out easily enough.”

“It’s sealed. My record is sealed. The judge did that much for me, at least.”

My heart seemed tight, my chest too small to contain it. I found myself clutching the elevator floo1
dalmost bracing myself for whatever would come next. Whatever he would say, whatever he would d«
y—except before he could say anything, footsteps approached from... above? Through the door, but 1

almost sounded like the floor was halfway up.
Gage was on his feet in a flash. “Hello,” he shouted. “Anyone there?”
> Someone shouted back. “I hear you. You okay in there?”
That almost sounded like the man out front...except I didn’t know his name. “Santa?” I called
efeeling silly.
I There was a laugh. “Yes, ma’am. I knew you went in this morning and never came out. Figured
better check on you.”
s Ismiled. “Thank you. We could use your help.”
e “Call security.” The Big Bad Billionaire was back. “Tell them Mr. Thompson is in elevator ban
three and to get their asses down here.”
I “Will do.”
It got quiet, and Mr. Thompson sent me a sideways glance. “How do you suppose he got in witl
the doors locked?”
g He must have found some way in, maybe a way that wasn’t totally kosher, but I wasn’t going t
rcomplain about that. Or let him get in trouble. It was my last day, and even if it hadn’t been, I’d hawv:
been fired after that confession. “The chimney, of course.”
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associates degree while I was there. But I didn’t disclose my crime on the application. That’s the only
reason I got this temp job.”

He was silent a moment, the darkness almost suffocating as I waited for him to judge me. He
couldn’t say anything worse than I’d already told myself. But it would still hurt, from him.

“How the fuck does a minor get two years in prison for someone else’s crime?”

Surprise held me suspended, almost floating above the cool elevator floor, hanging by a breath.
He didn’t seem mad... at me. It had to be a mistake. A temporary reprieve. Just one more thing I
didn’t deserve. “The judge said I needed to learn my lesson. That running away from home had
proven how little responsibility I took for my life. He said that even if [ hadn’t meant to, I should have
known better.”

“That’s ridiculous. What was his name?”

“The judge?” My eyes widened. What did he want to know that for? “I’m not telling you.”

“I’1l find out easily enough.”

“It’s sealed. My record 1s sealed. The judge did that much for me, at least.”

My heart seemed tight, my chest too small to contain it. I found myself clutching the elevator floor,
almost bracing myself for whatever would come next. Whatever he would say, whatever he would do
—except before he could say anything, footsteps approached from... above? Through the door, but it
almost sounded like the floor was halfway up.

Gage was on his feet in a flash. “Hello,” he shouted. “Anyone there?”

Someone shouted back. “I hear you. You okay in there?”

That almost sounded like the man out front...except I didn’t know his name. “Santa?” I called,
feeling silly.

There was a laugh. “Yes, ma’am. I knew you went in this morning and never came out. Figured I
better check on you.”

I smiled. “Thank you. We could use your help.”

“Call security.” The Big Bad Billionaire was back. “Tell them Mr. Thompson is in elevator bank
three and to get their asses down here.”

“Will do.”

It got quiet, and Mr. Thompson sent me a sideways glance. “How do you suppose he got in with
the doors locked?”

He must have found some way in, maybe a way that wasn’t totally kosher, but I wasn’t going to
complain about that. Or let him get in trouble. It was my last day, and even if it hadn’t been, I’d have
been fired after that confession. “The chimney, of course.”



CHAPTER NINE

AFTER ADJUSTING 4 strand of glittery tinsel, I stepped back to examine my work. The little househols
plant bore its Christmas trappings with dignity... kind of like a dog forced to wear a Hallowee
costume. Well, a Christmas tree wouldn’t fit in my room here. Not that I’d been able to afford one.

I dropped onto my couch and sat back. Maise wandered over and curled up on my lap. I strokes
her absently. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

Maise purred.

“Just don’t eat the tinsel. I’m pretty sure it won’t digest well.”

A knock came at the door. I frowned. The owner of the house had gone to visit her son 1
Alabama. I was watching Maise until she got back, though to be honest, the gray and white striped ca
had taken up residence almost since I’d gotten here. There were a few other people living in th
house, but they were at work.

Which meant I had no idea who was knocking on the door.

I pushed a reluctant Maise off my lap and went to peer through the peephole. Oh God. “M1
Thompson?”

“Gage,” he said.

My heart started beating like crazy. What was he doing here?

Was he finally going to turn me in?

He looked about cold enough to do it, his mouth set in grim lines. In fact his face seemed starke
than it had been, shadows under his eyes and a shadow of scruff on his hard jaw.

And deep inside, stupid hope beat against my ribs, clamoring to get out, and God, I didn’t want t«
be wrong. Not again. Not about this. I needed some kind of protection around my heart, but seeing hir
standing outside my door in that ratty hallway tore down every defense I might have had.

“It’s Christmas,” I said, stalling.

“That’s why I came today,” he called. “I knew you couldn’t turn me away on Christmas.”

Damn him, he was right. Just like I’d told him he couldn’t fire a guy a week before Christmas
Fear and a small, strange excitement warred inside me as I opened the door a crack.

His expression was reserved. He held up a small box wrapped in red and gold. “I come bearin,
gifts. Well, one gift.”

If there were handcuffs in there, I was ready to be seriously pissed. Well, unless he had a differer
use planned for them... But worrying would get me nowhere. I had no choice but to open the door an
show him up to my room. Then close the door and take his coat, as if he would be staying awhile
Doing anything else was physically impossible.

“I didn’t take you for a cat person,” he said as Maise twined between his legs.

“She’s not mine.” Just to be contrary I said, “But she’s sweet. I could’ve had a cat.”

“I see you with a dog. Something small but energetic.”

I’d have done anything for a dog. Only, even as a young girl I’d been smart enough not to ask fo
things. Maybe I hadn’t always been stupid. I’d just spent my brain cells on survival, on staying unde
my daddy’s radar so he’d never have leverage against me. Never touch me. “I’m not allowed to keej



pets here anyway. Maise belongs to the owner of the house.”

He wandered farther into the room. He stooped to examine my pathetic houseplant Christmas tree
I felt overexposed with him seeing where I lived. How I lived. He looked sharp in a suit—eve
outside of work, on Christmas day. That was him, covered in masculine linen and silk, wrapped like :
present.

1 “I'mstarting a new trend,” I said lightly.

n  When he glanced back at me, his expression was solemn. He looked less like a stranger, more lik
the Gage Thompson I knew from the office. The Big Bad Billionaire... but even with his stern face,

iwasn’t intimidated by him anymore. If he wanted to ruin me, it would be only too easy. With hi
money and his power, he could ruin anyone. I was completely at his mercy, and I found, for som
reason, that I liked it here. It didn’t feel scary.

It felt safe.

n [didn’t think he was here to turn me in. “Did you come to offer me a job?”
t  He glanced at me sideways. “Do you want one?”

“Depends what I’d have to do.”

A small smile turned his lips, challenging and intimate. “What if I said you had to come to m
office, late at night when no one else is there?”

My stomach knotted. “I’d say that sounds familiar.”

He withdrew something from his pocket. Folded paper that he opened. “Angel Marie Cole,” h
read.

My heart sank. “What is that?”

But I knew. I knew what it was even before he said, “Your job application. And let me tell you
rthis wasn’t easy to get on Christmas Eve at midnight.”

“You own the company.”

> “And as such, I’'m considering a complete overhaul of our filing system. It took me two hours t
nfind this.”

Despite my distress, a smile tugged at my lips. He hadn’t wanted to disturb his employees o
Christmas Eve, in the middle of the night, so he’d done it himself. I imagined him bumping into fil
cabinets, swearing under his breath, and thumbing through stacks of files.

But no matter how adorable the image was, it didn’t change what was on that paper.

Anger rose up in me, which was a whole lot easier than dealing with the truth. I didn’t like hir

gbeing disappointed in me. Didn’t like being disappointed in myself. “You had no right to pull tha
out.”

t  He gave me a dark look. “I had every right.”

1 “Youcan’t fire me. I’m not your employee anymore.”

His expression softened. “And why would I fire you?”

I stared at him. “Because I lied.”

“Angel... your juvenile record was sealed. That’s why we didn’t find it during the backgroun
check. And that means you don’t have to disclose it.”

My gaze narrowed. “What?”

r  And more importantly, how the hell did he know that?
r  The question must have shone in my eyes because he gave me a half smile. “I do numbers for :
sliving. I could work out the dates here between your birthday, your GED, and your associates degree
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And the date you submitted this application.”

That much made sense, but... “How do you know about not having to disclose juvenile records?”
n  “I’m a business owner,” he said lightly as if his business wasn’t a billion-dollar conglomerate
a“It’s my responsibility to understand basic hiring laws.” His cheeks darkened. “Plus I may hav

called my lawyer to confirm that this morning.”

Blood had started to pound thickly in my ears. I felt close to crying, and that somehow seemed th
eworst travesty of this whole thing—crying in front of the man I wanted, the one I’d never deserve t
Thave. “Why didn’t I know about that?”

s “Youshould have. Your parole officer should have gone over all this.”

e I just shook my head, remembering the flyer of homeless shelters and the offer to make money o
my back. I’d known then that it wasn’t how things were supposed to be done, but a lot of rules go
broken in prison. And not all of them by the inmates.

He stepped forward, his finger raising my chin. “You don’t have to worry anymore.”

Worry? I had plenty to worry about. He didn’t understand that in his thousand-dollar suit and hi

supreme self-assurance.

y I shook my head. “I can’t even blame my criminal record. It’s not like I was so freaking successfu
before I got arrested. The truth is, I can’t cut it, okay?”

“Never going to cut it?”

e Why was he making me spell this out? God, it was so obvious. And so depressing. “I’m neve
going to make a bunch of money, got 1t? Never going to be one of those fancy people in a busines
suit. Never going to take the elevator to the top of the glass building.”

L, “Well, we can’t all be Willy Wonka.”

Don't smile, you’ll only encourage him. But I couldn’t help it. I was glad he’d told me about th

disclosure thing, and a deep sense of relief filled me. It meant I hadn’t broken any rules getting tha
dtemp job. It also meant I could probably find another job, without a criminal history—and possibl
with a positive recommendation. “You are such an asshole.”

n  Or maybe without the recommendation.

¢ He didn’t seem bothered. “I’ve heard that before.”

“Well, ’'m not very original.”

“Do not start with the smart stuff again. You’re smart.” When I snorted, he pressed on. “Ver
nsmart. The smartest woman I’ve ever met.”

t  Iglared at him. “Stop.”

“It’s true,” he insisted. “I wish I had half your skill with people. I generally have to take ove

someone’s company to get them to listen to me. Sometimes it feels like overkill.”

“Only sometimes?” I asked wryly.

“But you, you just smile in that open way and say something sweet, and people are eating out o

the palm of your hand.” Something fell, then, in his eyes—a wall. A barrier. He took it down and le

Ime see the truth of his words. “It worked for me, anyway.”

My chest felt tight. “Not smart enough to get a job. The real kind. Not pouring stale coffee.”

“You had a rough start,” he countered. “You survived on the streets. And now look at you. Do yor

think I don’t know how far you’ve come? Do you think I don’t realize how hard you had to work t
aget to this point without a family, without a home?”

Yeah, kinda. “You’re rich.”




His expression softened. “I wasn’t always rich. But you’re right. I was never homeless either. S

let me help you.”

“What?”

e “Letme give you money,” he said bluntly.

Ah, there was the Big Bad. It was almost comforting that he woudn’t be cheesy or romantic abou
ethis. He was giving it to me straight.
> “I’mnot visiting your office, Gage. Not at night. Not at any time of the day.”

“That’s not what I’'m asking for. I seem to recall you telling me I deserve more. That’s what

want. From you. [ want you with me when I go home. I want a reason to actually go home.”

n  “And I’d be what? Your kept woman? Your mistress?”

it “I was thinking girlfriend.”

I fought against the wave of inappropriate happiness inside me. “This isn’t right. The money. Th

imbalance. It’s like you paying a woman to come to your office. That’s not how it’s supposed
swork.”

He took my hands and pulled me close. “Angel... I want to be with you. Near you. Is that wrong?’
1l Ishould pull away. I really should. And I would just as soon as I leaned in close and soaked y

all his warmth. “No, you know that isn’t wrong. I want that too.”

“And I want you to have food,” he continued in that persuasive tone of his. I imagined him usin,
rthat tone when negotiating a multimillion-dollar deal, and felt strangely flattered by the comparisor
s“I want you to have clothes and your own apartment. Is that wrong?”

“No...” I drew the word out.

“And I want you to be happy.” He pulled me flush against his body, his mouth against my temple
e“So let me buy you a little happiness,” he whispered.

t  I'bit my lip to stop the laugh, but it came out anyway. “I did set myself up for that one.”

y  “You can figure out your next step. You can try out different jobs. You can do whatever the fuc]
you want, but do it near me. That’s all I want.” He looked down at me, his eyes dark and somehov
bright. “That’s my happiness.”

I swallowed thickly. “Oh, Gage.”

His expression was tight, almost pained in its uncertainty. This wasn’t a man used to uncertainty
y*“Is that a yes? Will you let me make you happy? Will you be mine?”

“It’s a yes, please.”

And he was good to his word, giving me the happiness I needed and wanted, bending his head t«
rbrush his lips across mine, deepening the kiss until [ was lax in his arms and he was breathing heav:

with need. One of his hands was threaded through my hair, cradling my head as he delved his tongu

into my mouth. His other hand roamed my body from my breasts, down my stomach, to cup my ass
fand then started the trek all over again—with a kind of urgency born of denial, as if he thought he’«
tnever get to touch me again and had to prove to himself that he could.

When he pulled back, his eyes were hazy with desire. They focused on me with slow-burnin;

intensity. “Show me your bedroom, Angel.”

o “Why?” I looked up at him, coy. “Do you have something to show me?”

>  “I have several things to show you,” he growled. “Right here on the floor if you don’t take me t«
your bed.”

Ooh, I liked him growly. “Wait. First I need to see what’s in the box.”



>  He raised an eyebrow. “Mercenary. [ approve.”

I shrugged, unapologetic. I was way too curious about what he’d gotten. Besides, it had been :
long time since anyone had given me a present. As soon as he handed me the box, I pulled aside th
ribbon and tore the paper. Lifting the lid, I found a gleaming onyx pen inside. His pen. I picked it up

itadmiring the smooth shine.

Only then did I notice the engraving along the side. Property of the Big Bad Billionaire. Pleas:
return if found.

I My jaw dropped. This was exactly how he’d gotten his reputation. And just like the man in th
Santa costume had said, he lived up to his reputation. “Oh, you’re very bad.”

“So they tell me. Big too.”

I swatted him. “Arrogant, overconfident, egotistical—"

“But you didn’t think I meant... you, did you? Only the pen is mine. That’s what [ meant.”
> “Isee,” I'said, even though he was such a tease. A sexy tease, and I never wanted him to change.

I loved him like this—demanding and confident like he should be, none of the hesitation and self

disgust he’d had before. Sometimes we were the worst judges of ourselves. He wasn’t a rapist, ne
omatter what his father had done. And I wasn’t stupid, no matter what my daddy had said.

“But you can use it. Now that you’re my girlfriend, I don’t want you going around, borrowin;

gother men’s pens.”
.. “Not when you have a perfectly good one.”

He leaned down and kissed me, murmuring between hot presses of his mouth on mine, “Perfectly
Good.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight for what I was sure would be rough an
wild and absolutely decadent. My lips close to his ear, I whispered, “You’re too pretty, and it’s bee
too long.”

k  His lips curved against my neck as he recognized the same words he’d spoken to me. “Do yo
vknow what you’re asking for?”

Better than he did, almost. And I wasn’t afraid.
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He raised an eyebrow. “Mercenary. [ approve.”

I shrugged, unapologetic. I was way too curious about what he’d gotten. Besides, it had been a
long time since anyone had given me a present. As soon as he handed me the box, I pulled aside the
ribbon and tore the paper. Lifting the lid, I found a gleaming onyx pen inside. His pen. I picked it up,
admiring the smooth shine.

Only then did I notice the engraving along the side. Property of the Big Bad Billionaire. Please
return if found.

My jaw dropped. This was exactly how he’d gotten his reputation. And just like the man in the
Santa costume had said, he lived up to his reputation. “Oh, you’re very bad.”

“So they tell me. Big too.”

I swatted him. “Arrogant, overconfident, egotistical—"

“But you didn’t think [ meant... you, did you? Only the pen is mine. That’s what [ meant.”

“I' see,” I said, even though he was such a tease. A sexy tease, and I never wanted him to change.

I loved him like this—demanding and confident like he should be, none of the hesitation and self-
disgust he’d had before. Sometimes we were the worst judges of ourselves. He wasn’t a rapist, no
matter what his father had done. And I wasn’t stupid, no matter what my daddy had said.

“But you can use it. Now that you’re my girlfriend, I don’t want you going around, borrowing
other men’s pens.”

“Not when you have a perfectly good one.”

He leaned down and kissed me, murmuring between hot presses of his mouth on mine, “Perfectly.
Good.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight for what I was sure would be rough and
wild and absolutely decadent. My lips close to his ear, I whispered, “You’re too pretty, and it’s been
too long.”

His lips curved against my neck as he recognized the same words he’d spoken to me. “Do you
know what you’re asking for?”

Better than he did, almost. And I wasn’t afraid.



CHAPTER TEN

HE pion’t reacH for me right away. Didn’t pull me close or pin me down. Not yet.

Instead his gaze was appraising, weighing my sincerity. Wondering whether 1 could take him.
raised my chin. I’d survived on the streets. Survived prison. If there was anyone strong enough t
survive him, it was me.

“It’s too late to back out now,” he warned.

“Use me,” | said softly. “I won’t break.”

He cocked his head. His gaze took me in, from my nipples pebbling underneath my threadbar:
cami to my bare feet, visible beneath the hem of my too-long pajama bottoms. Not exactly the sexies
outfit, but the hunger in his eyes left no doubt that he wanted me. And I knew exactly how he wante
me: hard. Rough. And fighting back.

“Will you tell me if I go too far?” he asked, almost conversationally, in the same tone he might us
to wonder if we’d have a white Christmas. Will it snow? he’d ask. Will I know when I break you.
he’d wonder. After the fact, when it’s too late to matter.

Being with him was putting my trust in him. ““You won’t.”

He shut his eyes. He could handle touching me, holding me, pounding me, but the trust was to«
much. And just right. When his eyes opened again, they glinted with lust—and hard steel. “Then we’l
pick up where we left oft.”

And I knew he didn’t mean after in the elevator, with my lips around his hot, pulsing flesh or m
legs spread wide for him. He meant before that. He meant the very beginning, in his office.

My voice came out small and somehow more confident than I’d ever felt. “You were making m
come.”

“That’s right,” he said, approving, the same way he’d tell me I’d turned in the reports on time o
followed his directions exactly. The tone of command and condescension sent a wash of humiliatios
through me—quickly followed by arousal. This man was power. He was threat and generosit
wrapped into one sleek package, and I wanted more. I’d never get enough.

“Turn around.” His voice was rougher now. Colder.

I turned willingly, nerves fluttering in my stomach, a tight knot lodged in my throat. Tonight was :
test, whether he meant it that way or not. He’d either bend or break me, and if he did the latter,
feared for him more than myself. He’d never forgive himself if he hurt me, which was why I needed t«
be strong.

I reached to flip off the lamp. A brush of air was my only warning before hands gripped my hips
He pulled me back, pressing my ass flush against his body, his erection an iron bar, threatening an
hot even through our clothes.

The soft fabric of my cami gave way to his rough hands, slipping under my breasts and plumpin,
them up.

He groaned, looking down. “The first time I saw these...”

His hands seemed large or my breasts seemed small. His hands tanned and rough against my pal:
skin. In every way he was stronger, darker, more powerful. I shivered, overpowered and subdues



before I’d even thought to fight back.

“What did you think?”” I asked, imagining that night when he’d thought he was a prostitute. And h
wasn’t that far wrong. I’d been desperate then—to keep the job, to survive. Desperate to please hirr
the same way I felt now. The same but different, because this time I knew I could say no.

“I thought you were more beautiful than I had any right to. And I felt better that [ was paying you
because at least then you’d be getting something in return.”

I  “I'm getting something. I’m getting you.”

> Alow laugh. “We’ll see if you still think that when I’m through with you. When I’ve bruised an
bitten your pretty little tits. When you think you can’t take it in any deeper or harder, but I force yo
t0.”

My inner muscles clenched, preparing myself and wanting at the same time. I could have told hir
ol wasn’t afraid, but we were beyond that, into the place where he threatened me because it turned m
ton—and because it turned me on too. He didn’t need my reassurance; he needed my fear, and my bod:
iresponded with obedience, sending my blood racing through my veins, my breath coming fast.

“What else?”

e “Do you want to know what I’m going to do to you? I’m going to bend you over this bed, with m

?hand on your back to keep you down. Then I’m going to slide into that hot, wet heat of yours and ge
myself off with the friction of your cunt.”

I moaned, afraid and hungry. “Wait,” I said uselessly.
>  He didn’t wait. When I tried to stand, but his hand touched my lower back, holding me down, ber
lover.

Exactly like he’d said he would.

y My hands braced on the bed, but it wasn’t enough. Not when he shoved a hand underneath m
cami and squeezed—not a careful caress like he’d done before. He squeezed my soft flesh until as

sanguished cry left my lips, and then he didn’t let up. He found the nipple between his thumb an
forefinger and pressed, deliberate and cruel.

r  “Like this,” he muttered, and I wasn’t sure if the question was meant for me or himself.

But then he pressed harder, and a whimper escaped me. “No,” I whispered.

y  That seemed to be what he wanted, because he started to move then, using my breasts lik
handles, pulling me back onto his cock, jerking himself off with the softness of my ass. Breathy
pained sounds filled the air around me, and I realized I was making them—almost a song, a sick kin

aof rhythm.

I A large hand reached around and cupped my sex. “It will hurt more if you’re dry,” he said, hi

yvoice low and more menacing for how calm he sounded. Like he wanted me to hurt.

My clit pulsed at the warmth of him, desperate for more. I didn’t think dryness would be :
.problem—not with the way my body was already responding to him, slick and hot. But he could stil
jhurt me.

He probably would.

g Iground my clit down on his palm, seeking him, and he groaned. “You don’t care what I do to you
is that 1t? You get off on the pain, don’t you?”

I flinched, because I hadn’t been expecting him to call me out on it. I should have, though. I shoul
chave known he’d want to hurt me and make me want it and make me feel humiliated for it too. Shoul
jhave known he’d wring every last drop of sensual torture from our play, or he wouldn’t really b



Gage Thompson.
e The female body was made to be invaded, made to be entered, but he fanned his fingers over m
L,sex and then squeezed, making me feel small and owned and fucked without even slipping his finger
inside me. My muscles clenched around nothing, aching, bruised and needy. “God, don’t,” I moaned
L,“Please.”
“It’s really too late for that,” he said in his cool, calm CEO tones. The same tones he’d use:
telling Noah he was fired. “Give me your hands.”
1 My hands were the only things holding me up off this bed. If I gave them to him, I would have n«
uleverage left, no protection. No control. And that was exactly the way he wanted me.
I reached back, and he clasped my wrists together, deft and sure. And just as quickly released me
nl only had seconds to register my freedom before he took it back, reaching around me, grasping m
ecami—and oh God, pulling, yanking it. A strap tore. The sound ripped through the air. And then th
yruined fabric was pulled back, wrapped around my wrists, holding me effectively, leaving his hand
free to touch and roam and pinch.
A cry filled my throat, low and desperate.
y  He laughed softly. “So pretty. This is how I imagined you that night, when I saw you bent over m
tdesk.” His lips found my ear, and he traced them along the curve. His voice came soft, then—I had t
strain to hear. “And now I have you.”
“Please,” I whispered. But I didn’t just want his dark words, his harsh promises. I wanted him t
ittouch me, to force me. I even wanted him to hurt me, as long as he took care of me too. Those stee
bars had kept me imprisoned—and they’d kept me safe. He was steel, and he would hold me, kee]
me. He’d protect me.
y  He pulled back and pushed down my pants. Cool air washed over the backs of my legs. Hi
nfingers skated up my thigh, teasing the hem of my panties. I squirmed, aching for more, harder, now
dbut he held me still. He held me with his hands and my bunched up cami. With a single muttere:
word: “Stay.”
I stayed. I stayed while he hooked his fingers into my panties and dragged them down my legs. Hi
pulled them taut around my ankles, spreading my legs just far enough to hold them there.
e He was silent, but I felt his gaze like a touch. On my pussy, on my legs. On my ass. He watche:
r,me with total patience—the kind of patience that came with possession. There was no hurry, becaus:
dhe knew he’d have me for as long as he wanted. Because he knew he’d have me for a long time.
The first touch between my legs wasn’t from his hands. He kissed me. He pushed his fac
sbetween my thighs, shoving them apart until I bent my knees. He licked and sucked at my pussy, onl
reaching the outer lips. Every nip and suck made me push back harder against his face, aching fo
amore.
1 “God, I can’t—" My fingers grasped at nothing, at air.
“You can,” he said, returning to his torment. When he finally added a finger, it only got worse
And so much better, the sweet stretch of him, the brutal rhythm.
,, I choked on my next refusal when he stood. A zipper running down. A rustle of clothing. A tear o
foil. My whole body tensed, ready for him, waiting.
1  He notched his cock against my opening, hot and blunt where I was slick.
1  Then he was inside me, shoving all the way in before I’d had a chance to breathe, too fast for m
eto even cry out. He impaled me, and I shuddered in a kind of sensual shock, pinned down by him, lai«



bare. There was nothing to do but take it, nothing to hold on to, no gravity at all except the hard
yimplacable length of him pushing me down on the bed.
s It was exactly what he’d threatened—what he’d promised—and exactly what I needed. I need t
.know that he would be there, keeping his word, hurting me and protecting me. I needed to know, whe:
I was alone in the world, when it was Christmas Eve, that someone wanted me enough to take me.
1 “This.” His voice was choppy, breathing rough. I wasn’t the only one breaking apart. Wasn’t th
only one crashing. “This 1s what I imagined doing. Fucking you until you couldn’t breathe. That’
owhat [ want.”

And he’d gotten it, because God, I couldn’t. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. My body was
.. mass of burning sensation, like the sun. I was heated from the inside and melting on the surface. It hur
yto look at anything, blinding, so I shut my eyes tight. But the light found me there, flares of red an
eelectric white light. I couldn’t escape the burn. It consumed me, flames licking at my skin, molte;
sdeep in my core, the temperature rising until I came, calling his name, Gage, clenching around hirr

feeling his body tense behind me as he growled out his climax.

We remained like that, me bent over the bed, him collapsed on top of me, my muscles pulsin,
yaround him, his flexing inside me, our bodies communing while our breaths slowed down. When h
dfinally moved and his cock slipped from inside me, I felt the loss acutely, the space he had filled nov

empty.

> He found another way to fill it, with firm and gentle touches, moving my body onto the bed
Isettling me under the covers before he disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes. When h
scame back, he had a warm washcloth that he used on me, soothing the secret places on my body
tender spots he had used roughly, bruises he had left.

s My limbs were limp as he arranged me, moved my legs apart to give him access, and then sli«
them closed again. In all that we’d done, this was the first time I’d gotten a clear view of his body, th
Isinewy muscle and dark hair. Carefully banked power treating me gently.

And then he was behind me, pulling me against his chest. I was helpless against his warmth and s«
edamn sated. And half-asleep when we heard the city clock chime twelve times.

“Merry Christmas, Angel,” he murmured.

1 “Merry Christmas,” I whispered back.
¢ The rumors hadn’t lied. He was big and he was bad, but he was mine. And I was his.
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bare. There was nothing to do but take it, nothing to hold on to, no gravity at all except the hard,
implacable length of him pushing me down on the bed.

It was exactly what he’d threatened—what he’d promised—and exactly what I needed. I need to
know that he would be there, keeping his word, hurting me and protecting me. I needed to know, when
I was alone in the world, when it was Christmas Eve, that someone wanted me enough to take me.

“This.” His voice was choppy, breathing rough. I wasn’t the only one breaking apart. Wasn’t the
only one crashing. “This 1s what I imagined doing. Fucking you until you couldn’t breathe. That’s
what [ want.”

And he’d gotten it, because God, I couldn’t. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. My body was a
mass of burning sensation, like the sun. I was heated from the inside and melting on the surface. It hurt
to look at anything, blinding, so I shut my eyes tight. But the light found me there, flares of red and
electric white light. I couldn’t escape the burn. It consumed me, flames licking at my skin, molten
deep in my core, the temperature rising until I came, calling his name, Gage, clenching around him,
feeling his body tense behind me as he growled out his climax.

We remained like that, me bent over the bed, him collapsed on top of me, my muscles pulsing
around him, his flexing inside me, our bodies communing while our breaths slowed down. When he
finally moved and his cock slipped from inside me, I felt the loss acutely, the space he had filled now
empty.

He found another way to fill it, with firm and gentle touches, moving my body onto the bed,
settling me under the covers before he disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes. When he
came back, he had a warm washcloth that he used on me, soothing the secret places on my body,
tender spots he had used roughly, bruises he had left.

My limbs were limp as he arranged me, moved my legs apart to give him access, and then slid
them closed again. In all that we’d done, this was the first time I’d gotten a clear view of his body, the
sinewy muscle and dark hair. Carefully banked power treating me gently.

And then he was behind me, pulling me against his chest. I was helpless against his warmth and so
damn sated. And half-asleep when we heard the city clock chime twelve times.

“Merry Christmas, Angel,” he murmured.

“Merry Christmas,” [ whispered back.

The rumors hadn’t lied. He was big and he was bad, but he was mine. And I was his.

e

Thank you for reading His for Christmas! I hope you loved Gage and Angel’s story. If you enjoyed
this, then you’ll really enjoy my sexy, gritty Chicago Underground series, starting with the FREE book
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CHAPTER ONE

“Not HaPpENING,” | say, adamant despite Sabrina’s pleading expression. I don’t know which 1
harder to look at—her puppy dog eyes or the red and white monstrosity on the hanger she’s holding.

She takes a step toward me. “But Donovan...”

I don’t let that but Donovan go anywhere. “Not a fucking chance.” I scoot past her to adjust m
bow tie in the bedroom mirror. Or to pretend to adjust it so that I don’t have to look at her, whic]
backfires because, well, mirror’s happen to be reflective, and I can still see the pout of her mouth an
the tension in her chest as she holds her breath, praying I’'ll change my mind.

Knowing I’ll change my mind.

Because don’t I always when it comes to her?

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath.

She obviously hears me since her smile is hopeful when I turn around. I glance at her lips and the
again at the suit. The thing has to weigh a ton. Wearing it over my tux, I’m sure to get heat stroke, an
no way am I putting that rented piece of shit against my bare skin. I shudder to think about who els:
has sweated into the fabric.

No. It’s too awful. “Nate would be a better option for this.” I have no qualms about offering up m
business partner for the job. He’d do the same for me. “Or anyone else at the office. Stan. Or that nev
guy in sales.”

She’s shaking her head before I even finish talking. “This party is a gift for the staff. We’re no
asking anyone to do anything. This is their night off. And Nate...well, I already asked, and he sai
you’d already bribed him to show up so no.”

Of course he’d say no, not just because he has other things he’d rather do with a Saturday night
He has self-respect and isn’t wrapped around Sabrina’s little finger. Not for the first time, I lamer
that our other partner Weston is in France, running the Reach office there. He’d have done it. I migt
have had to twist his arm, but that would have been easy enough.

If I do this, he’ll find out. Across the ocean or not, he’ll find out and he’ll never let me live 1
down.

He’s my best friend, but I hate giving the asshole the satisfaction. “We don’t have to have :
Santa,” I insist. “It’s not like there are kids at the company party. No one is going to miss him.”

“I’[l miss him.”

And that’s why I’ll do it. That’s why I’ll put on this fucking outfit and sweat like a pig, becaus:
this year she took over the Reach holiday party for the first time, and if it doesn’t go as she planned—
if there’s no stupid Santa giving out the holiday bonus checks because the man who’d been hired go
the goddammed flu at his mall gig earlier in the day—then she’ll consider the whole event a failure.

She’ll consider herself a failure, and as the man who loves her more than life itself, I cannc
allow that thought to even cross her mind.

Which is why I’m about to consent to playing Santa myself.

Kill me now.

“Fuuuucck,” I say again, drawing it out on a sigh. “Will it even fit? The thing looks pretty large.”



Excited now that she knows I’m about to relent, she throws the horrible thing at me so she cai
pick up some round puffy thing from the bed. “You wear this to fill it out,” she says. “Makes yo
jolly.”

“Honey, it’s going to take a whole lot more than a pillow strapped around my waist to make m
jolly.” I take it from her, though, and inspect it before tossing it back to the bed. I’d rather be dresse:

sbaggy than wear the stifling padding.

I transfer the suit to my other arm as she steps toward me to run her hand over my chest. “I wa
hoping my outfit would be what made you jolly.”

y  God, she’s good. The seductive tone in her voice, the flutter of her eyelashes, and yes, the supe

hshort Santa’s helper costume she’s donned is much appreciated. It’s red and fake-fur lined, and th

icleavage she’s sporting has me imagine ways I could add a bit of white to her look. “I’d be jollier if
could skip this whole party and spend the evening getting you out of that outfit instead.”

“Think of that as your reward after the party is over.”

“You can’t offer what’s already mine as a reward.” I slip my hand under her dress, and to remin
her just who belongs to who, I squeeze her ass. Too bad she’s wearing panties.

n “I’ll owe you one,” she says, suddenly serious. I can feel her awareness of the ticking clock. I'r
iwell aware of the time. We don’t have all night to negotiate, but we don’t have to rush quite yet.
e “Oh, you’ll owe me more than one.” I release her so I can examine the suit. The beard is attache:
to the hat—clever—but it’s scratchy as hell.
y  “How much will it take?”” She crosses her arms over her chest, and I wonder if she realizes tha
vthe gesture makes her breasts even more pronounced, if that’s a tool she’s wielding purposefully or 1
it’s entirely coincidental.
t  Honestly, she could just stand like that for another few minutes and let me have my naught
{thoughts, and I’d be...
Well, I’'m not going to be happy. Not playing fucking Santa Claus, but I’'m not exactly not happy
.It’s hard to be discontent with my life at all when she’s in it.
it  Not telling her that though. Especially when I see an opportunity to salvage this night another way
[t“Ten.”
“Ten favors? I owe you ten favors for this one?”
t  “Yep. And I decide the favors.”
“So ten demands, you mean.” She knows me so well.
a  “Tendirty demands.”

“Fine.” She scowls, but I know how much she likes this kind of play. Her pretending that sh

doesn’t is part of the kink.

e “Okay, then. Give me your panties, and we’ll seal this deal.”

- She doesn’t jump up and down, but she’s as giddy as she gets as she scrambles to get her pantie

toff over her heels. She bunches them into a ball, as though they’re something she wants to keep secret
and passes them over. She gives me a peck on the lips. “That’s one,” she says.

t I want the kiss to go longer and deeper, but she’s already started the countdown, and this isn’
where I want to spend my demands.

Before I can deliver another one, however, she’s poking me with her finger. “Get dressed, Santa.”

“No fucking way am I going outside in this get-up. I’ll change when we get there.”

She twists my wrist so she can look at my watch. “Then we better leave now.”



n  We’ll be plenty early, even if we delay departure for another fifteen minutes, but just then, my cel

urings with the tone that indicates the limo’s waiting downstairs, and now that I think about it, what
have in mind can easily be taken care of on the ride over.

e Istuff her panties into the inside pocket of my tux. “Lead the way, my love.” And lucky me, I don’

deven have to demand the show she gives when she bends down to put on her heels on the way out. Sh
gives it to me absolutely free.
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We’ll be plenty early, even if we delay departure for another fifteen minutes, but just then, my cell
rings with the tone that indicates the limo’s waiting downstairs, and now that I think about it, what I
have in mind can easily be taken care of on the ride over.

I stuff her panties into the inside pocket of my tux. “Lead the way, my love.” And lucky me, I don’t
even have to demand the show she gives when she bends down to put on her heels on the way out. She
gives it to me absolutely free.



CHAPTER TWO

WE’vE onty susT pulled away from the curb when I make my next demand. “Play with yourself. Ge
yourself wet.”

She glances toward the front of the car. The glass is closed between us and the driver, but it’
clear, which I’m guessing is the reason that she keeps her legs closed and her skirt covering her han
as she slides it underneath. “Three,” she says, counting off this task like there’s an invisible checklist.

“No, no, no. I need to see.”

[ try to pull up her skirt, but she shoos my hand away. “That will cost you another demand.”

“Like hell it will. How do I even know what you’re touching? You could be rubbing the top o
your thigh for all I know. I need your legs spread and your cunt glistening for it to count.”

She hesitates, her eyes flicking again toward the glass. When I don’t offer to close the current, sh
moves to the seat facing me, which I wholeheartedly approve of, because then she pulls up the tin
skirt and spreads her thighs apart and the view is better than what’s out our window, Rockefelle
Center, all lit up with Christmas.

I remain stoic, but my eyes are transfixed as she draws her finger up and down her seam befor
nestling it inside her folds where her clit is buried. “I still say it counts as two demands.”

I know her better than I know myself, and there’s no doubt in my mind the argument isn’t genuine
She likes the fight, just as much as she likes the submission. Just as much as she likes the fact tha
she’s baring her pussy to me while another man sits in the front seat unaware.

“Don’t try to reduce your sentence, Sabrina. The demand is that you play with yourself for m
entertainment, and that means doing whatever you need to make sure I’m entertained.”

“I could do the job with sound alone.” She’s already breathless, and she’s right—the little moa
that passes her lips as she speeds up the swirl of her finger against her clit is quite entertaining,

Despite her words, she brings one heel up to the seat next to her ass, tilting her pelvis backward
giving me an even better view, and fuck she’s wet. Not only can I see it, but I can hear how slick sh
1s as she draws the moisture from her entrance to her clit, and it’s all I can do not to lean forward an
draw that swollen little bud into my mouth and make a feast of her.

But we’re only a block away from Reach, and her rhythmic whimper and inability to keep he
eyes open says she’s close to coming, and that means it’s time to...“Stop,” I say.

“Stop?” Her hand doesn’t rest. “But I’'m almost there.”

I lean forward and grab her hand before she explodes. “I know,” I say when she opens her eyes t
give me a questioning glare. “That’s why I said stop.”

This time, her scowl is authentic as she understands what I’m up to. “You asshole.”

“You love it.”

She drops her foot from the seat with a stomp and throws her skirt down to cover herself, muc
like a little girl having a tantrum. “Don’t be so sure of yourself,” she huffs.

“So frustrated. And so entitled. It’s almost as though you forgot these demands are supposed to b
about satiating me, not you.”

“Like I said—asshole.” I’m still holding her hand, and when she tries to pull it away, I clutcl



tighter.

She responds by yanking with more force, so I move over to her side of the car so I can keep holx
of her hand and put my other arm around her while I continue to patronize her. “You didn’t think I’«
make this easy, did you?”
The car starts to slow and pull toward the curb, and she seems to recognize the futility o
twrestling with me further when we don’t have the opportunity to let it turn into anything fun. “Tha
definitely counts as number three,” she says. “The show was one, the stopping was another.”
s  I’ll give that to her, though I don’t admut it out loud. Instead, I bring her still wet fingers up to m
inose and sniff. Her eyes are dark as they widen, and a shudder runs through her.
But then the driver opens the door on her side, and when she jerks her hand back, this time I let 1
drop.
She climbs out, managing to keep her skirt down as she does—believe me, I look. As for myself
fthere’s no hiding how aroused I am. Perhaps I should be grateful that I have the Santa suit to carry as
step out of the car.
2 No, that’s going too far.
y  Butshe’s wet and aroused and without panties, and knowing this evening will be difficult for bot]
rof us sure makes it a whole lot less dreadful.
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tighter.

She responds by yanking with more force, so I move over to her side of the car so I can keep hold
of her hand and put my other arm around her while I continue to patronize her. “You didn’t think I’d
make this easy, did you?”

The car starts to slow and pull toward the curb, and she seems to recognize the futility of
wrestling with me further when we don’t have the opportunity to let it turn into anything fun. “That
definitely counts as number three,” she says. “The show was one, the stopping was another.”

I’1l give that to her, though I don’t admit it out loud. Instead, I bring her still wet fingers up to my
nose and sniff. Her eyes are dark as they widen, and a shudder runs through her.

But then the driver opens the door on her side, and when she jerks her hand back, this time I let it
drop.

She climbs out, managing to keep her skirt down as she does—believe me, I look. As for myself,
there’s no hiding how aroused I am. Perhaps I should be grateful that [ have the Santa suit to carry as |
step out of the car.

No, that’s going too far.

But she’s wet and aroused and without panties, and knowing this evening will be difficult for both
of us sure makes it a whole lot less dreadful.



CHAPTER THREE

Two aND A half hours later, the party is in full swing, and while the Santa suit is just as hot an
stifling as I’d imagined, I’m surprised to find that intermingling with my employees in the get-up isn’
all that terrible. There are even some unexpected benefits. It reduces the need for small talk—
fucking hate small talk—and I’'m able to throw around the word “Ho” without having to be worrie
about a lawsuit.

The downside, however, is that, as Sabrina had expected, everyone loves the idea of Santa fo
Grownups, which has meant I’ve been surrounded all night long. The event photographer ha
basically been glued to my side, and while Sabrina has been as well, there hasn’t been muc]
opportunity to demand anything dirty.

Finally, all the bonus checks have been distributed from my bag of gifts, and most of m
employees are either huddled around tables with their favorite coworkers or making a spectacle o
themselves on the dance floor. Someone has opened a door to the balcony, so a cool breeze sweep
through the ballroom just as Sabrina puts a tumbler of scotch in my hand.

“I’'m very happy right now,” she says before she takes a sip of her champagne, and I have a feelin,
the source of her mood is not the alcohol. The party’s a success, and she’s thrilled, and she credits :
good deal of that to her husband dressing up as Kris Kringle, which is fucking bullshit. The event is :
success because of ser and her alone. I could tell her, I should tell her, but I actually am an asshol
when it comes to expressing how I feel with words. I’'m much better with action, and that means it’
time for another one of my demands.

Because, despite what I said earlier, the demands are about her, not me. Just like everything I d«
is about her. My greatest, and perhaps only, gift is being able to know exactly what she needs, an
right now I know she needs a reward.

I get the chance to give her one when her assistant approaches us. “I got my gift earlier, but I nee«
a photo with Santa,” Roxie says. “Weston will never believe you did this without proof.”

Of course it would be Roxie who betrays me. She was Weston’s assistant for the first five year
the company was in business. Sabrina inherited her when he moved to France, and she took over hi
job.

“You traitor,” I (mostly) tease. “If it had to be anyone, I’'m glad it’s you, I suppose. Hop on.’
Praying that my Human Resources director isn’t watching, I spread my legs wide so she can perch o
my knee without being too inappropriate. Then, I look at Sabrina. “Santa’s helper should get in on thi
too, don’t you think, Roxie?”

“Oh, yes! The more the merrier.”

Sabrina takes my drink from me and sets it down nearby along with hers before settling herself o
my lap. Wrapping an arm around her, I scoot her back so that her ass hangs a little over my thigt
giving me access to what’s underneath her skirt. Her breath hitches when she feels the first stroke o
my finger around the rim of her cunt.

“Stay still. Don’t make a sound,” I whisper-demand in her ear.

“That’s four,” she whispers back.



“I said don’t make a sound.” I pinch her sensitive skin in reprimand, and good girl that she is, he
lips part, but she’s silent.
Of course I have to torture her. The tip of my finger slides easily inside her. Has she been wet al
night in anticipation of whatever I’d make her do next?
My dick jumps at the thought, and when the photographer prompts us all to say, “Be Merry!
dinstead of the traditional “Cheese”, 1t’s a real smile I deliver.
t  She shivers, but she manages to suppress sound, even when I insist on several more shots, “Just t«
Ibe sure we got a good one,” before agreeing with Roxie that we probably did.
1  Sabrina—and my finger—are soaked when I allow her to stand. “Well played,” she says.
“Well taken,” I say in return, despite the fact that she bobbles when she tries to take a step.
r I stand up, but ’'m not quick enough to catch her. Fortunately, Nate i1s. “Whoa there. You okay
sSabrina?”’
h  “Got up too fast,” she lies. Her blush would only give her away to someone who’s good a
spotting dirty goings-on.
y  Asithappens, Nate is particularly talented in that area.
f It’s not him, however, that calls her out. “I’ve used that excuse a time or two myself,” Trish say
swith a wink.
Sabrina’s blush deepens, and I have to bite back a smirk before I greet my partner and his...well
ghis Trish.
a  The two aren’t married. They don’t even like the term “partners”, but they’re together. She claim
ashe’ll never live with anyone, but Nate bought the place right next to her, and last I’d heard, they wer:
ebreaking down a wall to connect the two.
s  He’s head over heels for her, and she’s as devoted to him as she’ll ever be to anyone. Of course
they’re also regular members at the city’s most elite sex club, and more than once, Nate has invite
»me and Sabrina into their bed.
1  To which I’ve said no thank you.
No shame on open relationships, but I’'m not keen on sharing, and I don’t believe anyone else ca
igive Sabrina what she needs like I can. If I did, if she wanted something more, then I’d have to revisi
my reservations. Thankfully, I don’t foresee it as an issue.
s  Meantime, I don’t see any harm 1n using their sexual proclivities to our advantage. After lookin;
sto be sure no one else is in earshot, I pull out my next demand. “Sabrina, why don’t you tell ou
friends just what you’re blushing about?”
»  She throws me a look of outrage that suggests that maybe she isn’t quite as on board with sharin;
nher shame as I thought she would be.
s  Nate reads it as such, anyway. “She doesn’t have to—"
“Actually,” I interrupt. “She does. If I demand it.”
“Ah, it’s that kind of game.” Nate pulls Trish into his side. “We were playing a game like tha
nearlier, weren’t we, Trish?”
,  She nods. “Except in our version of the game, I got to be Santa. If Santa is synonymous with Sir.”
f  “How else do you think she got me in this suit?” I’m staring right at Sabrina, looking for any cue
that tell me I’m pushing her too far, divulging too much. Her breathing has picked up. Her pupils hav
darkened. She swallows. Yes, she’s into this. Timid about it, perhaps, but into it.
“Trish makes a wicked Domme. If you need any ideas,” Nate offers.



r But I don’t need ideas, and the panicked flit of Sabrina’s eyes says that’s out of her comfort zone
“We’re good, thanks. Or we will be good as soon as Sabrina tells you what we were doing. Unles
lyou’d rather we show them?” I address the last part to her. It’s an empty threat, but one meant to pusl
her into action, and it does the job.
“Santa did bad things to me while I was sitting on his lap.” She keeps her gaze locked on mine.
“Oh, I'love stories that start with bad things and laps.” Trish waggles her brows. “Tell me more.”
>  Knowing Sabrina won’t be specific if [ don’t prod her, I add, “Be specific.”

She narrows her eyes, and I feel that adrenaline rush that accompanies so much of our sex—th
thrill of pushing her to her limits of humiliation or degradation. The joy from knowing that she’1l g
there with me. Of knowing that I’m the one she trusts to take her there.

5, Bravely, she tells them. “He put his finger inside me while the photographer took pictures.”

Put that way, it sounds even dirtier than it was.

t  Idon’t bother to clarify. “Inside you...where? Use your words, Sabrina. Even if they’re naughty.”

“Especially if they’re naughty,” Nate agrees, then seems to reconsider. “Is this considere:
creating a toxic work environment?”’

s “Yes. Definitely. I’1l give her all my shares if she decides to divorce me because of it.”
She doesn’t seem to have a problem with it, though, since she responds with, “Donovan slippe:
Lhis hand under my skirt, put his finger in my pussy, and told me not to make a sound.”
“And did she?” Trish seems genuinely interested in the answer.
s “Nota peep,” I say, proudly.
e She flashes her hand at me, fingers spread, and it takes a second before I realize she’s telling m
that was my fifth demand.
,  ““You’re about to get number six,” I say quietly so that only she can hear as I pull her to my sid
dand rest my hand on her hip. I love how it makes me feel like she’s mine, and of course she is mine
but there’s a part of me that 1s still surprised everyday that I wake up with her next to me. I’ll neve
tire of claiming her with these small gestures. “I believe I promised you something that would mak
nthis night worth your while, Nate.”
t  “That you did. Is it hiding in there?” Nate nods to the now empty Santa bag at the side of m
abandoned chair.
g “Worth too much to leave it there. Sabrina, would you mind going out to the coat check and get th
rbox of Cubans I stowed in there earlier?” She turns toward me, her brow wrinkled at the request
having expected a demand, not realizing it’s still to come until I dip my mouth to her ear and whispe1
g“Grab three, but before you come back, put one of them—the one that you intend to give to me—
inside your pussy first. [ want to be able to taste you when I light it up.”

She gives me a half-scandalized, half-exhilarated look, and I’m half-expecting she’ll push back
but she surprises me and just says, “Okay.”

t  Then, with her body angled so that no one can see, she puts her hand directly on my already halt
stiff cock—mnot an easy feat to find under the baggy suit—and squeezes before going on her way.

God, she’s filthy. How the hell did I get so lucky?

s My mind 1s already ten steps ahead of where she i1s physically. Twenty. Imagining her slip into th

ecoatroom, her apology to the attendant who lets her in because of her credentials, Sabrina’s furtivi
glances toward him as she waits until he’s distracted before taking a thick cigar out of the box an
slipping it quickly inside her. Imagining how much the entire scenario turns her on.

9




“She’s coming along,” Nate says, pulling me from the fantasy.
s  Ibristle at his words. Coming along.
h  As though she’s an animal who needs training.

As though she’s playing tonight simply for my benefit.

As though she’s not already exactly who she should be.

I level a stern stare at my partner. “The game 1s for her,” I say, even though I don’t owe him an
explanation, and I certainly don’t expect him to understand. For him, love 1s about both partner

eexercising their passions together.
>  For me, it’s about Sabrina.

“You’re good at giving her what she wants.” I suspect Trish says it in an attempt to smooth m
feathers.

I don’t need validation, but I’m not the type to play humble. “I try,” I say in a tone that says / know

“How good 1s she at giving you what you want?”” Nate asks, and the way he seamlessly picks y

dwhere his... Trish...left off, I almost feel ganged up on.

I pivot my whole body when I turn toward him this time. “What are you suggesting, Nate? Tha
there’s something lacking in our relationship? There’s not.”

1  He raises his hands in surrender. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. You can back down.”

Telling me to back down is the best way to get me to do the exact opposite, but because of th
occasion—because Nate is my friend, and I know he means no harm—I convince myself to take :
breath before I respond. “What, then, are you saying? I’m interested.”

e “I’msaying that you give all you are to making sure her every passion is met. You look after her 1
every way possible—look after all the people you care about, for that matter. It’s admirable hov

emuch you sacrifice for us, leading us all to what we want most. I’m just curious if she takes care o

,you? If you’d let her.”

r It’s a fair enough question, though the point is moot. The thing I want most, the thing I care abou

emost—it’s her. Keeping her is all I need.

“She would take care of me,” I assure him. “If "

y  “Needed taking care of,” he finishes for me, correctly predicting my thought. “Got 1t.” H
manages not to roll his eyes, but I can still hear the hint of it in his tone. He’s the type who believe
eeveryone needs taking care of. He’s not wrong about that.
,  He’s just wrong to include me with everyone.
Sabrina returns with a clipped pace that I am certain is attributed to excitement. “Delivery o
-Santa’s behest!” She’s the perfect little elf as she hands Nate and Trish each a cigar, her smil
widening when she gets to me.
,  There are two left in her hand, and I’'m impressed. Not just because my wife is not usually fond o
joining in on my smoking habit, but because I have no doubts that she’s “prepared” each of them th
-way I asked.
I choose one and copy Nate, bringing it in for a sniff. It’s woody and sweet and Sabrina al
wrapped up in one scent, and fuck if it isn’t the most glorious thing I’ve ever put to my nose.
“Cohibe Behikes,” he says. “Excellent taste.”
He has no 1dea.
I’d prefer to drag Sabrina off to a dark corner at this point, but I’d never dream of offering a ciga
without offering to smoke. And I’m particularly eager to smoke this particular puro myself.
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I’m equally eager to see Sabrina put a stick between her lips, so I make the only suggestion tha
makes sense: “To the balcony, then?”



I’m equally eager to see Sabrina put a stick between her lips, so I make the only suggestion that
makes sense: “To the balcony, then?”



CHAPTER FOUR

It’s corp oursipg, which isn’t a surprise on a December night in New York City, not that I can feel 1
with the Santa suit still on. I’d be concerned about Sabrina dressed in her skimpy outfit if she hadn’
requested high-power heaters to be set out.

That party planning detail was specifically because she knew I’d want to come out here at som
point for just this reason. See, Nate? She does take care of me.

Of course, I only knew she’d prepared it because I’d been told when I went to put in the reques
myself and discovered she’d already done it.

Not the point.

Nate, thankfully, has a lighter in his pocket and a straight cutter on his keychain, which means
don’t have to fumble with my costume to find mine. Soon enough, the ends are trimmed and lit, and
take my first puff and sigh.

“It’s really good,” Trish says while I’m still savoring the first draw.

“Best cigar I’ve ever tasted.” ’'m aware that it sounds self-complimentary, but I only care tha
Sabrina hears it.

Even in the poor light of the heaters, I can tell her cheeks pink.

Nate’s a fellow connoisseur, and it takes a moment to assess the flavor. “It’s rustic and dry and d«
I detect a floral note?”

“Definitely a floral note,” I say, eyes pinned on Sabrina. It’s all I can do not to lick my lips, th
taste of her is so powerful that [ don’t even mind that it’s tainted the purity of the Cuban.

I’m aroused, of course. But I tend to live my life with a constant semi since Sabrina’s bee:
around, so I’m used to the mild discomfort of being turned on. Knowing she’s also aroused, that she’
on the edge with anticipation, makes it all the more bearable.

Until she pulls her cigar from her mouth and sweeps her tongue around her lips. Then she says
“I’m not usually a fan of cigars, and even I like this one.”

...and my cock officially decides it’s time to whittle this party down to two and move 1
elsewhere. “That’s it. I’'m going upstairs to change out of this costume.” I put out my cigar first, the:
take Sabrina’s from her and put it out as well, which causes her to gape in surprise.

“I was enjoying that,” she exclaims.

“No, you weren’t. You were enjoying how much I was enjoying it.” I manage to locate my tu
pocket inside the Santa suit and stuff the cigars inside. “In case you aren’t here when we return,” i
we return, “Trish, Nate, always a pleasure. Sabrina, let’s go.”

After somehow being persuaded to take Nate’s camera to his office for him—why he brought hi
own down when there was a hired photographer is beyond me; that’s artist’s for you—I grab Sabrin:
by her elbow and direct her inside and through the ballroom.

She quibbles with me the entire time about whether her leaving with me counts as a demand o
not:

“Doesn’t count if it’s not dirty,” I remind her.

“It’s going to get dirty soon enough.”



“You don’t know that.”
“Yeah, right [ don’t.”
“Not to mention that if it were a demand, you would have to actually do the thing I asked, whic]
from my standpoint, you haven’t, since I’'m dragging you along.”
“You’re only dragging me because you’re too impatient to let me walk at my own speed. It’
tseven. It counts.”

t By the time we reach the elevator, I'm done with the argument. Once the doors close and I’vi
pushed the button to our floor, I slam her against the back wall and pin her there with my hand on he

sthroat. “It doesn’t matter if you do or don’t cross off number seven. With or without it, you aren’t an
safer from what’s to come.”

t  She swallows and her pulse picks up, and even though I’ve given into her, I consider it a win. Th
whole point of the demand setup is that she enjoys being forced to do naughty things. The hand I hav:
pressed against her windpipe is a reminder to us both that I don’t need words for that.

I  Now that I have her attention, I let my gaze drift down to her mouth. I trace her bottom lip with m

[thumb. “Could you taste yourself like I could? When you puffed on that stick, did you enjoy the flavo
of your cunt?”

She nods as well as she can with my hand keeping her in place.

t  “Please say you didn’t go to the ladies’ room to get them wet.”

A smile appears as she shakes her head no.
“Tell me what you did.”

>  “The attendant recognized me so he let me in without question. He kept chatting with me while
looked for the cigars, but as soon as I found them, a couple came to the window with their coa

stickets. While they were talking, I turned my back to him, lifted my skirt, and put both cigars inside m
at once.”

n My hand wanders lower as she talks, sneaking inside her dress to play with her nipple, and whe

sshe reaches the end of her story, I have to fight back a groan. “Santa’s going to have to put you on th
bad list, ’m afraid, Sabrina. Because that was so very, very bad.”

“Does that mean I won’t be getting anything for Christmas?”

“Not a chance.” ’mready to give her a thick steel rod right then and there.
t  Except then the elevator dings, and the doors open on our floor. “Telling me what happened in th
ncoatroom—that counts as seven,” I say, then release my hand from her neck. “After you, my dear.”

She pouts in my direction for a full beat before she moves to leave. I follow behind, grinning a

her frustration. It’s not that it’s not real—I’m sure it is. I’m sure that she’s pissed that I’'m the one wh

xgets to decide what counts as a demand and what doesn’t. Pissed that I’ve taken her from her part
fbefore it’s ended. Pissed that I didn’t push the emergency button and fuck her in the elevator.

But I also know that people can be wired to be many contradictory things at once. Sabrina’s wires

sto get pleasure from being pissed. Or scared. Or degraded. Her fury right now is her favorite form o

aforeplay, and what she needs will follow soon enough.

She’s only two steps down the hallway when she stops. “Where are we going?”

r I’d planned to send her to my office, but the camera sling on my shoulder gives me an idea
“Nate’s office.”

My master will unlock his door, but I’'m glad when I see he’s left it open, and I don’t have to di;
around for my keys. Sabrina walks past the threshold and leans a shoulder against the wall, seemingl:



waiting for me to return the camera and then usher her elsewhere.

Instead, I turn on a lamp to illuminate the dark room without having the brightness of th
hoverheads, and gesture toward the desk. “Hop up, helper.”

I haven’t forgotten I’'m still in my costume. There’s nothing sexy about the Santa situation, and I'r
sburning up inside the stifling fabric, but I have one more demand before it can come off. “Keep th

dress on, but get your tits out where I can see them.”

e “Is this eight?” she asks coyly, as though she wants to agree upon the terms this time befor

rfollowing through.

y  “It’s eight if you do it before I come over there and do it for you.”

She doesn’t hesitate after that, pulling both the dress and her bra down to expose her breasts. Th
ecinched material acts like a bustier, pushing her tits up and out in an obscene display. Her nipples ar
esharp and pimpled and practically begging to be sucked, and it takes me a second or two before

remember what [ want to do next.

y  “Thighs spread, skirt up.” When she obeys, I lift Nate’s camera and center her on the display, an

rfuck. She’s a goddess. A portrait of filth and lust. Her hooded eyes, her wet mouth, her glistenin;
cunt...

I hadn’t planned on taking a picture. I’d meant to just make her believe 1 was loading our At
Director’s memory card with naughty images rather than actually doing it, but seeing her on th
screen, [ have to push the button.

She hears the click of the device, and her lids pop open. “Isn’t that Nate’s camera?”

I “Yep.” I turn the camera out of landscape format and click again.

t  “You’re planning to delete them after, right?”

e She’s both aroused by the prospect and mortified. This isn’t the same as the time when I fucke:
her on Weston’s desk in front of his security cameras. Then, the chance that he’d ever go back throug

nthe footage was slim. Of course, I sent him the tape to be sure he’d seen it, but that was neither her

enor there.

What mattered was how scandalous it had felt while I was fucking her, and that had been jus
scandalous enough.

This was a great deal more scandalizing, because there was very little chance that Nate wouldn
elook through his pictures of this evening at some point, and even if there were other pornographi
images on his card—which would not be surprising—there was very little doubt that he’d see these.
t I don’t even consider easing her mind. “We’re missing something.” I’m not just attempting :
oredirect. The piece de résistance has yet to be added. With the camera in one hand, I reach for :
ysharpie from Nate’s desk organizer with the other. After uncapping the lid with my mouth, I ben
down to write along the inside of Sabrina’s thighs in big bold letters, traveling from left to righ

dacross her skin: Santa’s Dirty Filthy Slut.

t  She glances down to read what I wrote, and her breath hitches. When she lifts her head again, I'r
ready. The camera flashes as I click several times in succession, filling the screen with image afte
image of unadulterated erotica that makes my cock so hard, I can barely see straight.

.. Her voice is barely heard in the heavy fog of lust. “Donovan? The camera?”

Unable to hold back any longer, I toss the camera down on Nate’s chair and tear off my hat/bear«
oas [ stride over to the desk. I wrap her long hair around my hand and pull her head back, forcing he
ylips to part as I do.

b



I lower my mouth until it’s hovering an inch above hers. “The camera isn’t any of your business
eSabrina. You made an earnest exchange—one favor at the price of ten demands” I know her cunt fror
memory, and she gasps when my finger lands directly on her clit. “If I demand you pose for me like :
ndirty, filthy whore, then you’d do best to oblige.”
e I maneuver my hand so that I can keep massaging her bud with my thumb while probing her wit
two fingers. “And even if you hadn’t made that agreement, you do remember that you belong to me'
eThat I decide who sees you and who doesn’t.”

“You said no one sees me but you.” Her words come out uneven, and the next time [ swipe m
thumb across her clit, she jerks.

e “Did I say that?” I remember plain as day that I did. I’d meant it. I still do. In fact, I swiped th

ememory card before I dropped the camera.

I Butshe’s so close, and I’'m not going to kill her climax with the truth. Instead, I tease it out of he
with my fingers and my empty threat. “Well, maybe I changed my mind.”

1  Her body tenses, her muscles frozen as her orgasm crashes over her. Then a keening soun

sescapes from her lips. Her hips buck against my hand, and I cover her mouth with mine, desperate t
swallow her cry. As though I can capture her pleasure inside of me and hold it there like it’s min

tbecause 1sn’t 1t? Isn’t every ounce of my happiness, my joy, my gratification sourced from her? Ther:

e1s nothing else I need. There is nothing else I want but this. The ability to give her this. The ability t
love her like she deserves to be loved. To love her hard, and rough, and rich.

She’s still cresting the wave of her climax when I pull her to her feet. Her knees buckle, and I le
her brace her hand on the desk instead of reaching for her so that I can finally get out of this dam
sweaty wool garment. She seems to find her balance before I'm free so I issue my next demand

1“Number nine: Put your tits against the window. Show the city how slutty you are for me.”

h  Too cum-drunk to even think about arguing, she staggers over to the window and presses y

cagainst the glass, her skirt gathered at her waist and legs spread without me even asking, and damn if
wouldn’t pay a million dollars to have a picture of her from the other side. We’re several storie

tthigher than the building across the street, though, so no such picture is possible, but it feels like she’
on display for all of Manhattan, and I understand why that idea thrills her like it does. It lets her fee
tvulnerable and safe all at once. Lets her feel like she’s being violated without the downside o

cactually being harmed.

That she trusts me to care for her like this...

a  Assoonas I’m free of the Santa shit, I get my pants down far enough to let my cock out, and then
aslam into her from behind. Fast and hard. One thorough strike that hits the end of her.
1  She cries out, but I don’t stop to be sure it’s a sound of pleasure. With a hand braced on th
itwindow and the other wrapped around her so I can grip her breast, I pound into her with no regard t
anything but the finish line. This is the place where I lose my focus. The only place. These are th
nmoments when I struggle with control. When I’m buried inside of her, her cunt squeezing my cock lik
ra vise, chasing my release like a hound that’s hot on the tail of the fox. In these moments, my motive
are singular and self-serving, and I drive after my pleasure with unyielding commitment. In thes:
moments [ only want to take. I want to defile. I want to use her and hurt her and love her too, but
dwant it to be messy and hard earned and unbridled and for me.
v This is what she gives me.
This is what I'm owed.



,  This.

This.
This.
This.
h  This.
?  I’m back to my senses as soon as I’ve come. She’s limp and out of breath, and I’'m grateful sh

found release as well, but I’'m also mad at myself. Ashamed. Not for how I’ve treated her because
yknow that she loves it. She’ll consider the bruises I’ve left on her hips badges of honor. The guilt 1
because I didn’t have control when I put them there. The shame is because I am not entirely withou
eneed. There are parts of me that are selfish and inconsiderate of others—inconsiderate of zer—an
like the monk who fails at keeping his eyes fixed on God, I consider this my sin.
r  Idon’ttell her this.
I’ve never told her this.
1  There isn’t any point, and the confession of it would only draw more attention away from her an
dtoward me. That’s the last thing [ want. I’'m already weak.
e [ wrap my arms around her waist and kiss her neck, an attempt to recenter myself. She sinks int
eme and murmurs I-love-yous, and maybe that’s what does it. Maybe it’s how solid she is in my arms
dhow safe she makes me feel, or maybe it’s Nate’s words from earlier. Whatever the reason, my gree:
lingers, and I find myself considering other things I might want, other things I might take, other thing
tshe might give.
n Idon’t think before I speak. “Have a baby with me,” I say, my mouth near her ear.
.. It’s the dirtiest demand of them all because it’s all for me. We haven’t talked much about childrer
really. It hasn’t come up. [ haven’t brought it up, mostly because I’ve been afraid I wouldn’t be able t
sdetach my wants from hers in the conversation, and while many couples might find that method o
Isharing dreams a healthy part of their relationship, it’s not normally how we operate. Our modi
soperandi is she desires and I provide. As much as possible, I provide before she even has a chance t
sarticulate the desire. I pride myself on knowing what she wants and needs, but this one thing—a bab:
l—eludes me.
t  Idon’t know what she wants because I want it too badly for myself.
For better or worse, I’ve named that now, and there is no relief in the admission because now I'r
alert, reading her cues, studying her reaction.
I She tenses slightly, but it’s brief. I’ve likely surprised her, and that’s fair. With her next exhale
she’s softer.
But then she pulls away.
Not entirely, just enough to turn around and face me. It’s almost comical how serious she is, stil
in her Santa’s helper outfit, her hair mussed, her tits hanging out.
“You want a baby?”
“Yes.” My voice sounds raw, only barely not a squeak. I clear my throat. “Yes, I believe I do.”
She nods, but she’s not meeting my eyes. She’s focused on her hand as it runs over my shirt, up th
Iplane of my chest then back down. “I just...I’m still adjusting to the job,” she says. “And Audrey’
twins are due next month. I’'m looking forward to being a really devoted aunt. Traveling back an
forth to London to see her... I just don’t think now’s a good time.”
As soon as | register the disappointment, [ brush it off. “Of course. Right. Of course.”

O v o O O o



I straighten her clothing then attend to mine. I kiss her to let her know everything’s good betwee!
us, to let her know I understand what she needs.

I do understand what she needs. Sometimes better than she does.

Nine dirty demands fulfilled instead of ten. She didn’t say not ever. She said not now. I’ll drop 1
for the time being. Let’s just say she owes me one.

R
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" Sabrina owes Donovan...will he get what he wants? Find out in Kincaid.

1Past and present weave together in Donovan’s point of view for the next chapter in Donovan an
Sabrina’s life.

She was supposed to save me.

jIn a twist of fate, I rescued her. Since then, I’ve lived for her, breathed for her, overreached with m
love.
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»She’s still here, so I must be doing something right. But now I want more.
1
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And whether I’m the one who can save our future.
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I straighten her clothing then attend to mine. I kiss her to let her know everything’s good between
us, to let her know I understand what she needs.

I do understand what she needs. Sometimes better than she does.

Nine dirty demands fulfilled instead of ten. She didn’t say not ever. She said not now. I’'ll drop it
for the time being. Let’s just say she owes me one.

R
Sabrina owes Donovan...will he get what he wants? Find out in Kincaid.

Past and present weave together in Donovan’s point of view for the next chapter in Donovan and
Sabrina’s life.

She was supposed to save me.

In a twist of fate, I rescued her. Since then, I’ve lived for her, breathed for her, overreached with my
love.

She’s still here, so I must be doing something right. But now I want more.

Except, a dangerous secret from my past threatens to come between us, forcing me to confront what
kind of man I am.

And whether I’m the one who can save our future.

Kincaid follows the Dirty Duet. It’s not necessary to read all the books in the Dirty Universe
before reading this, but it is recommended for a better reading experience.
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CHAPTER ONE

I'm A BusY person.

I don’t mean that in an ‘I have sixteen mindfulness apps open right now’ way. I’'m a fifth-yea
psychology student. I’m finishing two unpaid placements—one at a men’s prison, (“nice tits, love!”
another at a ritzy psychologist’s office in Collingwood, (“Mark bought them a Cavoodle just to spit
me. He always said he hated dogs.”)

My mother has MS and my sister Tansy has chronic fatigue and can barely get out of bed. I’m th
primary carer for both of them and since my dad walked out without so much as a backward glance o
a ten-dollar bill, money is tight. Government payments barely cover our bills, so along with being :
full-time student and carer I’'m a waitress at the Diamond Hill Country Club and Function Center. Ak
country clubs, where men drive personalized golf buggies and women order eye fillet for five-year
olds. A lot of people ask me if I like my job, usually while I’'m serving them. I always say ‘it’s a wa
to make ends meet’ because that’s about all it 1s.

Life’s not fair. I don’t know if anyone told you that before, but it’s really, really true.

So, that backstory settled, I’m running late for the tram and I’ll make this quick. I have bad taste 1
men. Yes, | know everyone says that, but I’'m not talking about your typical, unmotivated, emotionall
repressed, sexting-your-best-mate, jerks. I’'m talking about those guys to the twelfth degree. Th
pathological liars, the chronic cheaters, the pullers off of condoms mid-shag. Those are my guys
There was a stage in my early twenties when I’m fairly certain I was walking around with as
invisible sign on my back that said ‘Kick me (but only if you’re a psycho!)” The men I dated screwe
my mental health, my bank balance, my ability to get up in the morning and so eventually, after a lot o
tears and heartache, I put a stop to it. I gave up fuckwits and if you’d like to do the same, I'm willin;
to teach you.

How to not fuck fuckwits*

1. Acknowledge you have a problem. [ have daddy issues. Is it a cliché that I’m attracted to
terrible men? Probably, but that doesn’t stop it from being true. My daddy issues mean I never
get happy-tummy butterflies about anyone who 1sn’t a complete nutcase. Knowing that gives
me power instead of taking it away.

2. Deal with your shit. My last boyfriend abandoned me on a road trip, taking my car, my
luggage, and my laptop. I was in the motel reception office weeping when I decided enough
was enough. I changed my phone number. I deleted my social media accounts. I sicced the
cops onto Justin and got my stuff back, then I quit the three D’s: drinking, drama, and dating.
Also dick. Four D’s. People had been telling me to get my shit together for years, but no one
could have made this move except me and once I did, my human experience was fifty million
times better.

3. Maintain your shit. It’s not easy to be single. Everyone assumes the primary goal of life is to
pair off and you have these irritating hormones telling you to fuck and bond with your fellow



o< O A R e e ) W ~ =

QR = = O 7

humans. So you need to promise yourself that no matter what happens, you’re not going there.
You’re committed to having a life that doesn’t involve some guy setting your Alannah Hill
jacket on fire because he thinks you’re sleeping with your general manager (Franco). Once
you stop looking for the person who’s going to waltz in and make life worth living, the sooner
you can see life 1s already worth living.

Practical day-to-day steps

1. Be your own boyfriend. You know how men are terrible at romance? How they lack
spontaneity, imagination, and the ability to pick a restaurant that you haven’t already been to
nine times? [ am my own best boyfriend. I buy myself flowers, I take myself to secondhand
bookstores. I always let myself watch the movie I want to see and I tell myself I’'m beautiful
and funny and smart. It was weird at first, but eventually, I realised it’s weirder to want to
hear it from someone who doesn’t mean it.

2. Speaking of... Get a dildo. Get seven. Do you know how good dildos are? Dildo technology
has come hella far, people. They can vibrate, thrust, jiggle and shake. Pair them with
vibrators, butt plugs, nipple clamps, sexy lingerie, and a glass of wine (for drinking, not
whatever else you might do with a glass of wine.) Screw yourself. Often. Pleasure isn’t
something you need to wait to get from anyone else and let’s get real here—you weren’t
coming when old mate was grinding against you like he was trying to grate cheese. You were
faking it. But you don’t have to do that anymore.

3. For those who desire more... Do not underestimate the power of a super-intense, deep tissuc
massage. The pleasure/pain of getting destroyed by a silent, disinterested masseuse has kept
me from jumping on some terrible, future ex-boyfriend more times than I’d like to admut.

4. Write down and repeat the reasons having no boyfriend is aces: no getting jealous, heaps
of time to pursue your own goals, not having to listen to all the stuff they can’t talk to their
male friends about because men tend to think feelings are gay...

5. Buy a timer safe to lock your phone in: throw your phone in there whenever you’ve been
drinking and after 7 pm every night and keep it there until you wake up in the harsh light of
dawn, far less likely to booty call someone.

6. Love your friends and your family as loudly as possible. Give them hugs and birthday
presents and make plans to have dinner and go over to their houses. Before there was
marriage there were tribes. People need people, even non-romantics like me, to find some
good ones and make them your priority.

7. Don’t get mad at yourself if you get lonely and fed up sometimes. Just remember you’re
never really alone. You always have yourself.

So, that’s about all the wisdom I have regarding my vow of celibacy (VOC). Good luck ladies.
wish you well!

*If you 're worried that someone with such shite taste in men is becoming a psychologist, dont be. I'm going into forensi
research.



SHIFTS AT THE country club are always hectic—the place runs two bars, a huge restaurant, and :
function room for seminars, posh birthday parties, and weddings. Still, it’s hard to describe hov
insane the place gets around Christmas. At Christmas, the restaurant is packed from one in th
~afternoon until midnight, the chefs grinding out steaks and soufflés until they threaten to gut the kitche
hands. At Christmas drunks wearing tinsel hats make bartenders cry by demanding cocktails we hav
neither the time nor ingredients to make. The function center is booked every night for end-of-yea
parties and Christmas get-togethers, the room packed with suits humping whatever coworker they’vi
had their eye on all year. The amount of people Candy and I have found screwing in the toilets 1
unhinged. And the rudeness. Certain people are always rude to waitresses, but my God, aroun
Christmas they get extra salty.

I could talk all day and not come close to explaining the horror that is the fourteen-hour shifts
work the week before Christmas, but here’s the thing—you get paid double. My boss, Mick, is :
parasite huckster who openly watches porn on his office computer, but he knows what side his breax
1s buttered on. Double pay means a service for mum’s car, a new screen for Tansy’s cracked phone, 1
means a little extra grease on the wheels of life. [ always sign up for the whole week knowing that it’
worth it, but when I walk up to the glass double doors to start my shift, my stomach always sinks. It’
not easy, being a waitress at Christmas. In fact, I’d take the men’s prison over a midday shift ever
day of the week.

“Jessica! Hey Jessica, I need to talk to you!”

For the hundredth time that shift, I turn around, almost knocking a plate of confit salmon to th
ground. It’s Colin, the club’s newest kitchen hand, out of breath and red as a ripe apple. “Can I talk t«

>you?”’

“Yeah, quickly. What’s up?”

“We’re almost out of dishwashing liquid and the back cupboard is empty, I checked and there’s n
more anywhere. We’re almost out of olive oil, too. The chefs are freaking out.”

I tried not to swear. I’d just come from the liquor room to discover we were out of Sauvigno
Blanc with at least ten hours of service to go. “I’m going to go see about the stores Mick right now
come with me.”

Colin’s face grew even redder. “I thought you knew...he’s gone. He left with a client.”

I felt my skull contract in an instant headache. “What?”

“He’s gone. He had a meeting with someone. He told Duncan you could handle anything that cam
up because you’ve been here the longest.”

I resisted the urge to scream. Of course, he had. Mick owned and ran the club, but he schedules
himself manager shifts to save money and cut out whenever he felt like it, leaving me and whateve
other suckers were on hand to sink or swim. “Gosh, Mick’s a lizard.”

“Yeah.” Colin shifted his weight from foot to foot. “So, uh, what should we do?”

The thought ‘this isn'’t my problem’, clanged through my brain, but I set it aside. The boss wa
Iout, I was 1n and, as Colin said, the most experienced staff member on hand. So for all intents an
purposes, this was my problem.

“Have you got your full driver’s license?” I asked Colin, scrutinizing his patchy stubble an
hoping it put him at over eighteen.

“Uh, yeah?”

“Great.” I pulled my notepad out of my staff apron and wrote ‘710 x dishwashing soap, 20 :

C



achardonnay, 10 x extra-virgin olive oil.’ 1 tore off the page and handed it to Colin. “Go to Aldi rigk
vnow and grab this stuff. Take the credit card on the register and be as quick as you can, okay?”
e “I think I’m meant to stay here. I don’t want to get in trouble.” Colin glances at the door and
nknow he’s thinking of head chef and certified twat-lord Duncan. He rules the kitchen hands with a;
eiron fist and he won’t be happy to hear a kitchen hand’s going on a wine run.
r  “There’s no point in staying here if you can’t wash dishes,” I remind him. “Don’t worry abou
eDuncan. If he says anything, I’'ll shut him down.”
s  Colin grins “Great. I’ll be half an hour, tops.”
1  He dashes away and I can’t help smiling at his enthusiasm. It’s understandable—he gets to leav:
the sweltering kitchen and get away from Duncan. Duncan has a plaque in the hall of men who fucke:
Iwith my heart and brain.
a  [’ve been avoiding him, I usually do when I’m on shift, but with Colin in mind, I duck into th
dkitchen. My ex is standing behind the stainless steel bench sipping what looks like water, and I knov
tis Bacardi. Illegal of course, but that’s never stopped him. No one else has stopped him either. Mic]
sdoesn’t give a damn what chefs do as long as the lamb comes out medium-rare. And if you knov
schefs, you know that what they do is substance abuse. Lord, do they do substance abuse.
y  Duncan spots me and his face splits into a smirk. “Feeling good this evening, Dr. Rommely?”’
He always calls me that. He thinks it’s cute.
“You better not bully Colin when he gets back from the shops,” I tell him. “I needed him to go ge
estuff, it was my idea.”
>  Duncan’s smirk widens. At thirty-nine, he could still pass for late twenties, at least until you sav
the patronizing quirk of his mouth, the amused glint in his eyes. He sees twenty-somethings a
playthings, not peers. A fact that I realised far too late.
> “Shit-Beard needs bullying,” he says. “He’s broken three plates tonight already. You shouldn’
have sent him to the shops. Mick’ll lose his shit.”
n  “What do you want to do? Run the kitchen with no soap or o0i1l? We’re almost out of white wine 1
,the function room, and we’re running a Christmas party for Mick’s mate. That big fancy business guy.’
Duncan shrugs, taking another sip of Bacardi. “What’s he gonna do, sue us?”
“He might, considering he’s a big fancy business guy who’s used to getting what he wants.”
For a moment I indulged the idea of the Country Club being sued into oblivion. Mick reduced t
ebankruptcy, Duncan forced to pack up his expensive knives and work at a restaurant that doesn’
endorse banging barely legal waitresses and getting pissed beside the oven. Then I remembered that 1
IDiamond Hill Country Club and Function Center went out of business, I’d have to get another crapp:
rlow-paying job that let me work around school and care for my mum and sister.
I refocus to find Duncan staring at my tits. “Can you not?”
He doesn’t look away. “When you’re done tonight, come out for a drink. The crew’s heading t
sBlazer for cocktails.”
1 By ‘crew’ he means the other chefs, wait staff, and bartenders. They’ll get drunk on larger an
high on trash pills, even though most of them will be back tomorrow, serving more high-strung, pre
1Christmas customers. I understand the impulse. The holiday season stretches in front of us like a
unbreakable desert horizon. We want relief and the only kind on offer is chemical.
“I can’t afford it.”
x  “It’ll be my shout. Come on, Jessie. It’s almost Christmas.”



it Ilook at him, tall and muscular, his beard almost obscuring the mean quirk of his smile. It’s har«
to believe this guy once had a hold on me. Poor, naive, nineteen-year-old Jessica. That girl had had :
Ilot to learn. “I’m not coming out for drinks. Don’t be a dick to Colin or you’ll regret it.”

n I turn on my heel to leave the kitchen but before I can manage it, Candy, my best friend at th
country club bursts through the swinging door. She shoots Duncan a contemptuous glare before turnin,

itto me. “Jessums, we need your help. Urgently.”

Candy has only worked here for six months and she hates it. Usually, she demonstrates this b

stealing napkins, but this week she’s protesting Mick’s ‘No Christmas paraphernalia’ policy b
ewearing cheap reindeer earrings and a green tinsel halo.
1  Despite her ominous words, I smile. “What’s up?”

“The bar TAB is about to run out for the Christmas party.”

e “That’s good, isn’t it? The sooner everyone has to pay for their own drinks the sooner they’l
vbugger off.”

k  “It would be good, but Mick’s mate, that Mr Delaney-Ford guy, wants to top the TAB up b
vanother five thousand dollars. Right now. He keeps shoving his American Express at me. It’s al
heavy. I don’t know what to do.”

Jesus Christ. “We can’t add more money to the TAB without getting it on paper first. Tell him t

call Mick.”
t  “Iwould, only he’s completely fucking drunk and refusing to listen to anyone.”

I eye Candy warily. It would be just like her to get carried away and give such a person the ear
vbashing of a lifetime. “You haven’t said anything bad to him, have you?”

s “No! He sulked off to chain-smoke, but his, like communications guy, has taken up the mission. Hi
wants to have a meeting with a manager and since Mick’s not here and there’s no one else around
twas wondering if you would...?”

Candy bats her huge brown eyes at me, begging without words.

n  “Have a meeting with this communications rando...?”” I shake my head. “No way. Tell him to cal
"Mick, or withdraw five thousand in cash to pay for the booze, or leave and go somewhere else.
don’t have time to have a meeting. We’re short-staffed as it is.”

Candy winces. “I know but the guy’s standing by the bar and he won’t leave. He says he know
owe have a conference room and blah-blah and, can you please just talk to him before I freak out an
tglass his ass? You’re good at this kind of thing and I am seriously about to lose my shit.”

t  Iwince. Candy’s not a subtle girl and I can tell her frustration, and the threat of glassing is legif
yThe country club has been hectic all afternoon and we’ve got hours of work ahead of us—the las
thing we need 1s more drama. “Okay, look, I’'ll come with you right now.”

“And you’ll talk to the guy?”
> “Yes. I’mnot having a meeting with him, but yes.”

She beams at me. “Thanks so much! The communications guy isn’t an arsehole like Mr Americas
1Express. You’ll know how to deal with him.”

- Duncan clears his throat. “If this dickhead gives you a hard time, send him down here and I’1l sot
nhim out.”

Candy and I look at each other and then look away so we don’t laugh.

“Yeah, great. Thanks,” I tell Duncan. “Please don’t be a dick to Colin.”

“No promises.”



1  Candy takes my arm and steers me toward the function room. ““You better not be going for drink
awith Dunny after work.”

“I'won’t.”
e “Are yousure? It’s been years since you’ve boned, which despite your insane man-replacing plar
gmeans you’re probably close to the Dunny tipping point.”

“I’mnot going to sleep with or have drinks with Duncan,” I say, as I wonder if it’s true.

y  I’man addict of terrible men, and for an addict, relapse is always a possibility. Lately, my desir
yfor two-person sex has been mounting and while Duncan was many things—a perv, a borderlin
alcoholic, a knob-head—sleeping with him was satisfying in a way that rechargeable devices aren’t.
relapsed a few times in the early days of my vow of celibacy because the convenience of an ex-love
nearby was too tempting to resist, but it’s been three years and I have faith it won’t again. It can’t. N

Imatter how insane the week before Christmas makes me, I will not—can not—sleep with Duncan.

“So, what’s this communications guy like?”” I ask Candy, needing to change the subject. “I dunno

yall corporate and polished. American, I think, but I couldn’t really hear him over the music.”

1 “Sure.” I wipe my hands across my face, feeling the layer of grease that accumulates during ever
busy shift. “God, I don’t want to deal with this. Mick should be here.”

>  “He should,” Candy agrees as we reach the door to the function room. “And we shouldn’t have t
be here waiting on these Christmas party twats but we are. So shoulders back Jessica, for one da
you’ll be a successful psychologist, but tonight you’re a lackey!”

- I'smile. “I am. Okay, I’'ll talk to him, you ply the party people with whatever they have left on th
bar TAB and hopefully, this will all be over in a tight five minutes.”

e “Sounds good, compadre.” Candy raises her fist. “Fuck bitches, get money.”

I “Fuckno one, get money,” I correct, bumping my fist against hers. “Talk soon.”



Candy takes my arm and steers me toward the function room. “You better not be going for drinks
with Dunny after work.”

“I'won’t.”

“Are you sure? It’s been years since you’ve boned, which despite your insane man-replacing plan,
means you’re probably close to the Dunny tipping point.”

“I’mnot going to sleep with or have drinks with Duncan,” I say, as [ wonder if it’s true.

I’m an addict of terrible men, and for an addict, relapse is always a possibility. Lately, my desire
for two-person sex has been mounting and while Duncan was many things—a perv, a borderline
alcoholic, a knob-head—sleeping with him was satisfying in a way that rechargeable devices aren’t. I
relapsed a few times in the early days of my vow of celibacy because the convenience of an ex-lover
nearby was too tempting to resist, but it’s been three years and I have faith it won’t again. It can’t. No
matter how insane the week before Christmas makes me, I will not—can not—sleep with Duncan.

“So, what’s this communications guy like?” I ask Candy, needing to change the subject. “I dunno,
all corporate and polished. American, I think, but I couldn’t really hear him over the music.”

“Sure.” I wipe my hands across my face, feeling the layer of grease that accumulates during every
busy shift. “God, I don’t want to deal with this. Mick should be here.”

“He should,” Candy agrees as we reach the door to the function room. “And we shouldn’t have to
be here waiting on these Christmas party twats but we are. So shoulders back Jessica, for one day
you’ll be a successful psychologist, but tonight you’re a lackey!”

[ smile. “I am. Okay, I’1l talk to him, you ply the party people with whatever they have left on the
bar TAB and hopefully, this will all be over in a tight five minutes.”

“Sounds good, compadre.” Candy raises her fist. “Fuck bitches, get money.”

“Fuck no one, get money,” I correct, bumping my fist against hers. “Talk soon.”



CHAPTER TWO

THe FuNcTION ROOM i8 packed with shouting, sweating bodies in expensive suits and tight dresses—:
sight I know well. Candy launches herself behind the bar, rejoining Hamish and Samira in pourin;
pints, shots, and glasses of wine as fast as they can.

I scan the area for the guy who wants a meeting with overworked country club staff. I don’t hav:
to look for long. He’s standing by the bar trying to get Candy’s attention. He’s tall, that’s the first thin;
I notice. At least six-foot-three with wide shoulders and thick, slightly curly, chestnut hair. He lean
forward and says something to Candy who points to me.

The guy follows her fingers with his gaze, our eyes meet and...

Oh, god.

Oh, god.

Brown eyes. All I can see are brown eyes. They’re taking up my whole brain, the whole room, th
whole world.

Who 1is this? 1 ask, as my stomach turns to water. Who is this guy?

It doesn’t matter. Even in my state of numbness, I know this is bad. Not because of the bar TAB—
screw the bar TAB—but because my hands are tingling and my teeth are aching and adrenaline 1
coursing into my veins Attraction, the kind that knocks you off your feet is here. It’s come for me.

The brown eyes move toward me as the DJ pumps Cardi B’s, I Like It into the air. | take in th
whole man—the square jaw, the wide mouth, lashes that look as long as my arms. Whoever this gu
is, he fills out his suit like it was made for him, which it probably was. I smooth down my blac!
apron and wonder if I could get away with bolting. I’'m pretty sure my tongue is going to fall out of m
mouth if I attempt to talk to him.

“Hey, I’'m Austin,” he shouts over Cardi B.

I twig an accent, but not where it’s from. It could be American like Candy suspected. It could als«
be German or British or South African. “I’m...Jessica. Rommely. I’'m Jessica Rommely. I work here.’

It’s the worst string of sentences I’ve ever heard, but Austin smiles like I just quoted Keats. Hi
smile is almost as beautiful as his eyes. It makes my pulse flip like a wind-up frog.

Careful, Rommely, be very careful. Remember your vow,

He leans down slightly, his lovely gaze locked on mine. “I’m sure your colleague Candice fille
you in on the 1ssues with the bar TAB. Could we possibly head to the conference room and discuss it
Or at least somewhere you don’t have to shout over Cardi B?”

I swallow. My mouth feels like it’s been spackled over. “We’re, um, not supposed to use th
conference room. I don’t want my boss to get upset.”

Austin grins. “I wouldn’t worry about that. I had a meeting in there yesterday and I’m sure Micl
won’t mind if we use the room again.”

His confidence, reference to a prior meeting, and the fact he knows Mick’s name, eases a little o
my tension. “Are you sure we can’t just agree that the TAB 1s going to end? Wouldn’t that be easier?”

“It would,” he agrees, in his as-yet-unknown accent. “But there are a few other things I’d like t«
discuss. I promise [ won’t take up too much of your time, Jessica.”



I’d be lying if I said I lead him away from the party for altruistic, work-based reasons. No, I le
him toward the conference room purely how he said my name. Slow and fluid, like a trickle of warr
syrup. We don’t talk as we walk up the corridors, but I can feel him looking at me. It makes my hear
hammer unnaturally fast and wonder how big of a lying, cheating scumbag Austin Randomaccent mus
be to make me feel like this.

a  There are a tonne of drunk people milling the hallways of the country club. One of them, a bal:
ofifty-something, whistles as I walk past. “Over here, please, Missy.”

I cringe. I want to look cool, calm, and collected in front of Austin, not like a restaurant flunky
eBut that’s what I am. A restaurant flunky. I smile at the bald man. “What can I do for you, sir?”

g “Toilets’ busted,” he says, pointing to the door behind him. “There’s a huge mess in there. You’l
swant to get onto that.”

Yeah, there'’s nothing I want more than to clean out a men's toilet on a Friday night.

I give him my sweetest smile. “I’m sorry sir, but the restaurant staff isn’t responsible fo
sanitation. It’l] have to wait until the cleaning staff arrives tomorrow. There’s a bathroom around th
corner you can—"

e “I don’t want to use the toilet around the corner,” he snaps. “Just get someone in there and sort 1
out. A boy or something if you’re too delicate to handle it.”

Imagine refusing to walk an extra ten meters to a toilet and calling other people ‘delicate’ in th
-same breath. Imagine what an enormous dickhead you’d have to be to do that. I smile even brightei
s“I’m sorry sir, but—"

“No!” The man’s eyes bug out. He’s drunk I realise. He’s drunk and he’s not happy.

e “Don’t give me that shit, Missy. Go and get a mop and bucket and—"

y  “Now, let’s just hold on a second.” A warmth brushes my side and Austin Randomaccent 1
kbeside me, scowling at the bald man. “Sir, Ms. Rommely has more than adequately explained wh
yshe’s unable to help you with your frankly, disgustin’, request. I'd suggest you go to the WC up th
hall and get on with your evening. What do you say?”’

He speaks with a sexy, flowing drawl. He must be American. Southern, if the WellRed Podcas

>has taught me anything,
»  The drunk man squints up at him. “Who are you?”
s  “A man who isn’t tryna get a woman to scrub shit on a Friday night,” Austin says. He places :

hand on my shoulder. “Let’s leave this gentleman to his business, Jessica.”
Sparks shoot through my skin where he’s touching me.
1 Yeah, Jessica. Do what the hot guy says.
?  We walk up the hall, ignoring the bald man’s reply. I want to turn and see what he’s doing, I war
to ask Austin about his accent, but mostly I want to puke because I can’t believe this i1s happenin;
cagain. Infatuation has hit me like a two-tonne truck and there is nowhere to hide. No matter wha
happens next, this is going to hurt. I can feel the promise of it crackling in the air. I like this man, I'r
kattracted to this man and instead of being a huge airborne jerk, he rescued me from a horribl
customer. Now, if he’s a huge airborne jerk it’ll hurt and if he continues to be kind 1t’1l hurt becaus:
fnothing can happen. Nothing can happen.
“Does that happen often?” Austin asks as we reach the door to the conference room. “Customer
ymakin’ requests like that? Bein’ rude to you?”
Two powerful urges rise. I want to snort and ask him where he’s been living that people aren’



ddicks to hospitality workers and 1 want to giggle and thank him for saving me and kiss him and smel
nhis cologne. I decide against both. “They don’t usually ask me to clean toilets, but yeah, people ar
tgenerally rude. You put on an apron and suddenly you’re not a real person to them. You’re just staff.”
t  He nods thoughtfully, seizing the conference door by the handle and swinging it open. “After you.’
The conference room is styled in that 1950s, Mad Men décor—brown leather armchairs around :
Ifaux mahogany table, emerald green lampshades, and a polished wood bar tucked into the corner.
walk in and flick on the lights. In an attempt to be bold and matronly instead of nervous and turned or
r.I round on Austin and clap my hands. “Okay! Where do you want to sit?”
He pauses in the doorway. “Hang on.”
1 He walks up to the nearest dark green lamp and turns it on, then he heads to the next lamp an
does the same thing, then a third. When they’re all aglow, he rejoins me by the door, flicking off th
main switch so the room is entirely lit by the lamps. “That’s better.”
r I frown at him, taking in the glossy hair and all-American jawline. “Are you...eccentric o
esomething?”
He laughs. “Isn’t everyone?”’
t  “Yeah but there’s ‘eating biscuits for dinner’ eccentric and ‘having a weird thing about lamps
eccentric.”
¢ Another laugh. “I’m probably a little of both.” He moves toward the bar. “Like a drink?”
Isn’t that my line? “Um...well [ am at work, so I probably shouldn’t.”
“That’s fair.”
I watch as he lifts a crystal decanter of whiskey, removes the stopper and inhales. “Decent. So, d«
you like working here?”
s  “Pardon?”
y  “Do you like working here? For Mick? At the Diamond Hill Country Club and Function Center?
epromise you can be honest.”
His promise does absolutely nothing to convince me to share my inner thoughts. A paranoid theor
ttpops into my brain. “Are you an undercover employee reviewer? Like, you’re going to isolate me, ge
me to talk shit about this place, and then narc me out to Mick?”
He grins. A dimple appears on his left cheek. “No.”
a  “Are you from health and safety services?”
“No.”
I put my hands on my hips. “Then why are you here trying to have meetings with everyone whil
we’re crazy with Christmas parties? This 1sn’t about the TAB i1s 1t?”
it “It’s partially about the TAB,” Austin counters, glopping whiskey into two polished tumblers
g“But it’s also about your opinion. You and your friend Candice both seem like smart cookies,
twanted to get your read on this place.”
n  “Ican’tdrink,” [ remind him, even as my mouth waters. I love whiskey. I love the way the first sij
etingles on your lips and burns in your stomach. I love the heat, the smoke, the smoothness—but hov
ethe hell would he know that? For all Austin knows, I drink iced pinot and nothing but iced pinot.
“You can’t drink,” Austin agrees, but he carries both glasses over to the table and places them o
scoasters. “Will you please sit down? I swear I ain’t gonna get you in trouble with your boss and
don’t want to waste your time.”
t I can hear the music from the party thumping below. I think about Duncan and Colin and the n«



ldoubt dozens of restaurant-related problems that have already sprung up in my absence and I'r
esuddenly and wholeheartedly relieved to have been drawn into whatever the hell this meeting is. “Ti
be honest, I wouldn’t mind you wasting my time.”
He laughs again, a warm and somehow soothing sound. “Then please, sit down with me.”
a | hesitate, then drop my ass into the chair opposite his. My feet and calves throb with pleasure
Irelieved at not having to carry my weight after days of twelve-hour shifts. Austin slides the coastere
,whiskey across the table. My hand curls around the glass automatically. I love the feel of the heav:
indented crystal against my palm. I watch Austin take a swallow of his drink, admiring the stron;
lines of his throat. “Where are you from?”
1 I immediately worry that’s presumptuous, but he gives me another easy smile. “I was born 1
eMelbourne, actually. But I’'m guessing that’s not why you asked?”

I feel myself blush. “Not exactly. I noticed your accent. I like it.”

r  His dimple pops out again. “My mother’s a Georgia girl. When my parents divorced, I went bac
South with her.”

I feel the same pang I always feel when someone mentions divorce—another couple who sai«
““forever,” only for it not to be true. Why do we do it to ourselves? I mentally swipe the melanchol
thoughts aside. “You grew up in Georgia?”

“Sure did. It’s a beautiful part of the world. You ever been?”

I haven’t. Except for that one terrible road trip, I’ve never left the state of Victoria. I can’t affor«
to and even if I could, mum and Tansy couldn’t spare me for longer than a few days. I wonder hov
oridiculous that would sound to the handsome, normal guy in front of me. I try to think of a classy wa;
of telling him I’m broke and tied to my relatives, then I decide not to bother. He’s a stranger and if h
judges me for my poor life circumstances? Well, then he’s exactly the kind of guy I would b
Idesperately attracted to and good riddance.

“I’'m broke and my mum has cancer,” I tell Austin. “I can’t afford to go anywhere that doesn’t pa;
yme a check or help me get a psychology degree, but I’d like to go to America one day. I’d like to go t«
ta lot of places™

Austin frowns. “Your momma has cancer?”

“Yeah, 1t’s not life-threatening, but she can’t work until it goes into remission and that might be :
while. Plus, my sister has chronic fatigue. She needs me to help her out, too.”

Austin’s frown deepens. “I’m real sorry to hear that.”

e “It’s cool, it’s just how 1t 1s.” I sip at the whiskey without thinking, the familiar warmth heating m
mouth. “Oh, shit. I shouldn’t have done that! Don’t tell anyone!”

The creases in his forehead smooth out. “I promise [ won’t.”

I “You promise a lot of things,” I say, as though the whiskey bypassed my stomach and wer
directly into my brain.

> Austin’s brown eyes twinkle. “An’ I mean every last one of them.”

v I almost believe him. Say what you will about my judgment but Austin doesn’t look like a flake
He’s too...something. Something bad and good at once. He takes another swallow of his whiskey an

nl watch his hair glow in the light of the fancy lamps. I wonder what it would feel like between m
Ifingers.

“You never answered my earlier question, Ms Jessica. Do you like working here?”
>  Hmm. On one hand, I probably shouldn’t shit-talk my work while at work, but then I did say I«

b]



nbe honest and he really doesn’t look like a narc. “I loathe working here.”

D>  Austin gives me a ‘go on’ nod.

“Uh, so, the pay is terrible, the management structure is non-existent. The staff turnover is insane

You’re always training new people only to have them vanish a week later. The cleaners only come 1

,once every three days, which isn’t enough, and you would not believe the things Mick makes us do.”

1  Austin’s expression goes cold. “Like what?”

y  “Oh not like that,” I say quickly, though if you consider the porn watching in his office it is kind:

glike that.

“What is it like?”

n  Fuck I shouldn’t have started unloading on him. I need this job. Austin can’t know about th
leftover chips that are thrown into the deep fryer and served again, or the bottom shelf spirits poures
into the Smirnoff and Ballantyne’s bottles, or the fact I’ve seen Mick’s kids steal out of the tip jar an

kbuy chocolates with the money.

“Just the usual restaurant stuff,” I tell him. “Restaurants are all pretty uniformly dodgy, yo
dknow?”

y  He inclines his head. “Of course. Thank you for being honest with me. In the spirit of fairness, I'r
goin’ to be completely honest with you, Jessica.”

I like the way he says my name. Jayssica. “Okay.”

1 “My father is the man who hired the function room for our staff party tonight.”

v My stomach feels like lead. “You’re the big, fancy man’s son?”

y  “I'm Mr Delaney-Fords’ son, if that’s what you mean.”

e Jesus. Mr Delaney-Ford is a big deal. His company hosts parties at the country club all the tim

eand he and Mick go way back. At first I wonder about the potential father-in-law problems this wouls
cause, then I mentally slap myself back to reality. “So you work for your dad?”

y  Austin nods. “I’m not telling you because I want to intimidate you. I wanted to discuss th

dcompany with someone who knows it well, but isn’t invested in its success. You see, my father ha
just bought into this place. That’s why we were here having a meeting yesterday.

I try to arrange my expression into something that isn’t ‘abject horror.” Being a restaurant pleb 1
aawful enough without having this gorgeous man hovering over me in the hierarchy. “I...see...So you

dad’s going to be my supervisor?”

Austin smiles. “No, he’s just investing in the place as a whole, but he wants to make sure h
yhasn’t committed to financing something that will negatively hurt his name. His brand, I guess yo

could say.”

“Right, right, sure. Sure. Right.”
it I wonder if I’ve irrevocably screwed my day job and take another involuntary sip of whiskey

Although this one 1s more like a gulp if I’'m being honest.

Austin 1s saying something.

“...So I’'ll take your comments back to my father and then bring them up with Mick. I think we ca
Iforget the 1ssues with the TAB tonight. You and the rest of the staff clearly have enough to deal with.”
y  “Cool,”  mumble. “Very cool.”

“Which brings me to my real reason for wanting to meet with you.”

I frown. “Oh yeah?”

1  Austin gives me a look that heats me from the inside out. “I’d like to take you on a date, Jessic:



Rommely.”

It’s ballsy. That’s my first thought. He didn’t ask cagey questions to see if I already had :
..boyfriend or was gay or a total serial killer, but here he is, asking me out. How American. My secon
nthought 1s that [ would really, really love to say yes, because I know a date with Austin Delaney-For«

would be a date to remember. My third thought is that I need to slam my hand down on the “how not t
fuck fuckwits’ kill switch before this goes way too far.

a  “I'msorry, [ can’t go on a date with you.”

Austin nods slowly, like he’s the psychologist and I’'m explaining that I need to masturbate t

cooking programs. “May I ask why?”

e Iwishhe’d stop being polite—it’s too American and nice and distracting. It makes what I have t

Isay next even harder. “I don’t date, ever, and I can’t change that for you as much as I might be tempte:

dto.”

His gaze flicks to my mouth and I think about him kissing me. A heat spreads down my throat an
uinto my chest.

“Why don’t you date?”” he asks. He’s smirking at me, as though he can feel what I’'m feeling.

n Icould lie of course, I’'m a master at the subtle lie—but I’ve already been honest about mum an
the country club, why stop now? I take a big sip of whiskey, feeling the warm mellow slide across m
tongue and burn my throat. “I have the world’s worst track record with men and the mere fact that I'r
all weak in the knees over you means you probably strangle cats for fun.”

Austin stares at me for a moment, then bursts into loud, barking laughter. I grin, stupidly pleased t«

have amused him. “I’m not joking. You can laugh all you want, but there is undeniably something ver
esick and wrong about you.”

1  He beams. “And what if there 1sn’t? What if I’'m just a regular guy who wants to take you on :
date because he thinks you’re pretty and funny and he wants to get to know you better?”’

e “Then you would be lying to try and shred my organs. Obviously.”

“Right.” His look of amusement dims. His expression becomes utterly determined. “So you don’

date; are you interested in having a boyfriend?”

s My stomach flutters and I wish it wouldn’t. This isn’t a line of conversation I can believe, le

ralone get excited about. “I’m not interested in a long-term thing, or a short-term thing. I don’t even d«
the one-night thing. I’ve been celibate for three years.”

e Austin’s eyebrows shoot to his hairline. “You’re joking?”

u  “Nope,” I say, a little smug. “I have a vow of celibacy and a whole philosophy based around no
sleeping with terrible men. It’s very successful. It’s called ‘how not to fuck fuckwits.”

He laughs again. “I’'mnot a fuckwit.”

. “Youdon’t seem like one,” I agree. “That just makes you more dangerous.”

“Ah, of course.” Austin leans forward, all businessman energy. “Do you want to know why

asked you out?”

n No.

“Yes.”

“I already told you I think you’re gorgeous and funny, and that’s true, but it’s not the whole reasor

When our eyes met, it felt like I’d spent the whole night waiting for you to show up.”

I stare down at my whiskey. “Th-thanks.”

a  “Anytime. So here’s the thing—I don’t want to pressure you, but I haven’t felt this for girl in :



long time. And seein’ as it’s almost Christmas and good luck’s in the air, ’'m gonna ask if there’s :
achance you might want to have a drink with me. Verify ’'m not a cat strangler or a serial killer. I thin
dthere’s heat between us and it seems a shame to waste it.”

1  This honesty, this self-assured vulnerability it’s going to kill me. Is Austin Delaney-Ford eve
dhuman? Hasn’t he heard of shame? Fear in the face of the unknown? I fix him with my beadiest stare
“Are you a pick up artist? One of those guys who takes internet courses on how to seduce women?”’

Another big barking laugh. “No.”
>  Of course not, he’s too hot and charming for that shite. For a moment, just a moment, I conside
saying yes to that drink. Then a wall of terror falls on top of me. I can’t, I just can’t. Not after bangin;
don about celibacy for all these years. Not if he’s potentially going to be my boss. I open my mouth t
dtell him no again, but a loud knock at the door beats me to the punch. Austin and I both start. I hide m
whiskey glass under the table.
1 “What’s up?” I call.
“Nothing,” Candy shouts back. “Just wondering what the deal with the TAB 1s?”
“Ms Rommely and I are discussing it,” Austin says. “We’re going to let it run out peacefully.”
1 “Cool! What about your boss and his snarkiness?”
y  Austin grins. “If my father protests, remind him about the Browning incident and suggest the staf
nwould probably benefit from drinking less at corporate events.”
“Sure,” Candy says brightly. “I’ll let him know. One more thing—Jessica, Dunny’s looking fo
dyou. He heard you’re in a secret special meeting and he’s all ready to ride to your rescue.”
y  “Jesus,” I mutter. “What next?”
“Who’s Dunny?” Austin asks.
a  “Noone—"
“He’s Jessica’s ex-boyfriend and the head chef,” Candy calls through the door.
Austin’s smile fades. He looks at me. “I thought you didn’t date?”
t  Goddamn Candy.
“It was a long time ago,” I raise my voice. “Okay, thanks for letting me know, Candy. Can yor
tplease tell Duncan I’m absolutely fine and to leave me alone?”
> “Sure.”
I can hear from Candy’s tone she’s not taking me seriously. She’s going to go back to the kitchen
and tell Duncan I’m alone in a room with a hot guy. I dash to the door and open it just enough to stic!
ttmy head out. Candy immediately stands on her toes and starts trying to see what’s going on behind me
“Why are all the lights dimmed? Are you guys hooking up? Where’s the sexy—"
“Listen to me,” I say, grabbing at her shirt collar. “You need to make sure Duncan stays away. |
he comes barging in here it to make a scene could ruin his career and get me sacked. Trust me.”
I Candy’s eyes narrow. “Oh god, you’re serious. What’s the deal?”
“The deal is Austin’s father—Mr. Delaney-Ford—has just bought into the country club with Micl
and we need to play it very cool if we don’t want to get shitcanned.”
“Oh damn,” Candy says, but I can tell she doesn’t actually care. She’s still craning her neck tryin;
L.to see Austin. “So are you going to break your vow of chastity or what? For that mouth, 7 would. An
now it has the bonus effect of helping your career.”
“This 1sn’t my career,” | say through gritted teeth. “Get out of here you gremlin.”
a  “Is everything okay?” Austin calls.



a  “Fine!” Candy and I say simultaneously.

k  “Look,” I tell Candy. “Please just get out of here, I’ll wrap up this situation and be back at the bai
ASAP. Please just don’t let Duncan embarrass the fuck out of me?”

n  Candy’s mouth softens. “Of course I won’t let him do that. But you don’t have to rush things. Jus

.stay up here and keep chatting with the hot guy.”

“That wouldn’t be fair.”
“Life’s not fair. Why can’t it be unfair in a way that benefits you for once?”

r  Ilaugh. For all her mania and total inability to wipe down the bar tops properly, Candy’s alway

ggot a great way of saying things. “Thanks, but I mean it, I’'ll be down 1n five. See you soon.”

>  “Fine, good luck.”

y  She snicks the door shut and I turn to face Austin, readying myself for a barrage of questions abou
Duncan and Candy. What I get is that gorgeous face staring at me in a way that makes my pulse jac
up. “What?”

“You’re exquisite. The way you move...” Austin shakes his head slightly. “I can’t say it in a wa
that doesn’t sound lame as hell, but I could watch you forever.”
I put a hand to my face like that might conceal the blush I feel blazing across my cheeks. “Thanks
tYou’re really nice and, um, thanks for talking with me, but I should probably go back to work.”
His smile doesn’t move, but some of the brightness leaves his eyes. He stands, draining the last o
rhis whiskey from the tumbler. “Not a problem. Thank you very much for your time. It was a pleasur
meeting you.”
“You too.” I feel the desire to curtsy or bow, or do something to acknowledge this meeting is ove1
“I hope you meet another girl you feel a pull toward really soon and...thanks.”
A little warmth re-enters Austin’s eyes. He steps forward, his hand raised like a functionin,
human. “Have a lovely evening.”
We shake hands and shaking hands is a mistake because the instant our skin touches electricit
zaps between us. Not the shit kind that comes from dragging your feet on carpet—the lovely
udangerous kind that tells you sex with this person would totally blow your mind.
I look up at Austin for confirmation he feels it too, and that’s another mistake because his face i
very close and his body is very close and we’re still shaking hands though the appropriate time to en
sthe handshake was ten seconds ago. His gaze falls to my mouth and his thoughts aren’t hard to follow
kThey’re my thoughts too.
“We can’t kiss,” | say, because someone has to say it.
He smiles and gives me another small shake before releasing my hand. “Your eyes are lik
fmirrors.”
I look down at my feet, the backs of my eyes tingling as though in recognition. My irises are m
favourite part of myself. Even when I get down on my looks, like any girl in the Instagram era, I stil
klove the colour of my eyes. They’re bright gray. Jewels I get to wear in my face, because I didn’t hav:
to pay for them. “Thank you.”
g Austin drops my hand and heads for the door, straightening his collar, readying himself for th
Iworld outside of this dimly lit conference room. “Goodbye, Ms Rommely.”
“Goodbye,” I say, my chest aching.
He turns the knob but it doesn’t turn. He laughs and gives it a hard rattle. It doesn’t so much a
budge. | stop laughing. Austin 1s making confused, sputtering noises, but I know exactly what’s goin;



on. Candy, that little witch, has locked us in. She’s locked me in with the new bosses’ son, rigk
-before dinner service. We’re both going to get fired, but that isn’t even the biggest problem, th
biggest problem is that, I’m trapped in a room for the foreseeable future with the biggest temptation t
ttmy celibacy since I was in the same airport bar as the Richmond football club.
This is bad. This is very bad.
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on. Candy, that little witch, has locked us in. She’s locked me in with the new bosses’ son, right
before dinner service. We’re both going to get fired, but that isn’t even the biggest problem, the
biggest problem is that, I’m trapped in a room for the foreseeable future with the biggest temptation to
my celibacy since [ was in the same airport bar as the Richmond football club.

This 1s bad. This is very bad.



CHAPTER THREE

I+ wourp BE obnoxious of me to say that I’'m good with women, wouldn’t it? No one likes that guy. N
one respects that guy. But I am good with women, I always have been. I like them. I like the way the:
see the world, I like the way they laugh, and most go out of their way to make other people fee
comfortable. Maybe I gravitate toward women because I have seven aunts who raised me while m
mother was at galas and parties, looking for the man to replace my father. But maybe that’s making :
Freudian message out of some plain old facts. Maybe, I just like women. I liked them before I hi
puberty, and afterward? Hoo boy...

Yeah, liking girls and having them like me was the easy part. It wasn’t until I was fifteen an
dating I realised I wasn’t good at that thing where you’re only meant to like one girl at a time. In th
early days, I fucked up. I hurt and got hurt the way only a straight boy with fifteen female best friend
can. Then, when [ was twenty-two I came up with the magic rules.

1. No being friends with girls I know want something more. And I always knew when they
wanted something more, I just didn’t have the balls to talk to them about it.

2. Be clear about what I want. When I date casually, | make sure women know we’re dating
casually, when it’s a sex thing, I tell them it’s a sex thing. They’re free to take it or leave it anc
if I get any hint of angst or long-term relationship goals on the girl’s behalf, I calmly and
kindly end things.

3. I am a natural flirt and I have a lot of female friends. I make that clear and if that’s a
problem, a girl needs to bow out at the beginning of a relationship, not call me in six months
screaming because a friend tagged me in a brunch photo.

4. No lies. Ever. Even when it hurts.

The rules have held me in good stead all through my twenties and early thirties. I’ve had a lot o
fun, most of it free of the drama that obliterates my friends’ lives. I’'m not going to lie, until thi
afternoon I thought I’d hacked the system. I’d yet to find the girl I could buy a diamond ring and cal
my own, but | was sure that was only a matter of time. I understood how it all worked. I was good a
meeting women. Then [ saw her. The minute those big gray eyes found mine, I knew I was looking a
a game-changer. A girl for whom everything would be different. And I was right, this girl, this game
changer, has taken a vow of celibacy.

e %

I warch Jessica rush around the room, pressing her hands against the walls as though there might be :
secret door she hasn’t found yet. We’ve already tried to call the restaurant but the line’s dead and in :
twist of fate I refuse to call bad luck, neither of us has our phone. Jessica’s is in her staff locker, min
is in my coat pocket back in the function room. Jessica didn’t believe me when I told her that at first
“Why wouldn’t you keep it in your pants, like a normal person?”



I had to give her my whole ‘I don’t want a tiny microwave anywhere near my balls’ speech befor:
she took me seriously.

We tried using the office phone to call the restaurant but the line was dead and neither of us knov
any useful numbers by heart. Except triple zero, but we both agreed it was a bit early to call the cops.

“I can’t believe Candy’s done this,” Jessica said. “I know she’s a loose cannon and she wants m

oto date, but I didn’t think she’d stoop to locking me in an office with a complete stranger.”

y  Isitbad that I kind of want to send Candy flowers? I kind of want to send Candy flowers.

1 “We don’t have to be strangers,” I remind Jessica. ““You could sit down, finish your drink and wi
ycould get to know each other?”

a  She shakes her head, dark blonde curls falling loose from her bun. “That’s exactly what Cand:
twants me to do.”

But is it what you want to do?

1 I study the fluid motions of her body, the natural grace at odds with her frustration. When I firs
esaw her 1t was like everything else faded into the background, even now, all I want to do is watch he1
sStill, I can’t be creepy. I asked her out and she said no. The fact her friend trapped her in the sam
room as me isn’t some Hail Mary pass, it’s an HR clusterfuck waiting to happen. I need to sit tigk
and keep myself to myself while we’re locked in this room. Still, I don’t have to feel sad about it.

“She’s going to come back,” Jessica mutters. “I bet you any money she’ll come back once servic:
is over and let us out. Until then there’s nothing we can do.”

I don’t mention I could break a window. I tell myself it’s because that would be property damage

1“When’s service over?”
Jessica checks her watch. “Three hours from now. Give or take.”
[ whustle.
“Yeah.” She strides back toward me, her eyes narrowed and her mouth a thin line. “They’re goin,
to think I walked off on my shift. God, I can’t believe Candy. It’s almost Christmas and we’re alread:
short-staffed and Mick’s not here. I’'m so getting fired.”
“Youwon’t.”
She shoots me a look. “Thanks, but you don’t know that. And even if I don’t get fired, I bet he’l
fdock my pay for the time we’re in here.”
s The panic in her gray eyes makes me want to do a lot of things—hold her, pull out my wallet an
lgive her everything inside it, punch Mick in the face. But I don’t do any of those things. I reach acros
tthe table, pick up the whiskey decanter and pour a decent measure into my tumbler. No sense 1
tstopping the party now. “I’ll speak to Mick and make sure nothing happens. He’s desperate to keej
-my old man happy, he’ll listen to me.”

Jessica gives me a look that 1s both impressed and a little disgusted.

“I know,” I tell her. “Nepotism is slimy as hell, but you’ll get to keep your job and your check
Now, do you want your whiskey?”

Jessica’s face softens. “Sure.”

She sits down where she was before and drains her glass in one. Then she holds her tumble
toward. “More, please?”

I smile and dutifully pour her and myself another couple of fingers. When I’'m done, she holds yj
‘her glass in a toast. “To being trapped.”

“To being trapped,” I agree.
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e We drink.
“You don’t have to worry about the whiskey,” she tells me. “I’ll replace it when we’re let out. I'r
vpretty sure 1t’s just the no-label stuff we keep in the kitchen.”
“It tastes that way,” I agree. “But I wasn’t worried. Mick told me to have as much as I wante:
eduring the meeting yesterday. [ assume the offer still stands within a twenty-four-hour gray?”
She laughs and my stomach flutters like a damn hummingbird. I think about what she told me, hov
she hasn’t been on a date or even slept with a man in years. The idea turns me on. She want
esomething she’s denied herself for so long, at least I think she does. There’s so much goddamn hea
between us and I’d like to be the guy who reminds her how good sex can be.
y  “What are you thinking about?” she asks suddenly.
“You,” I tell her. Truthful enough.
“What about me?”’
t  Risky. But then, rule number four is ‘no lies. Ever.” “I was thinking about the fact you’ve not bee
~with anyone for years.”
e She straightens her shoulders. “Is me being voluntarily celibate so surprising?”
it I grin. “Yes and no. I’m not judging you, but I was, uh, voluntarily celibate for a year in college. |
was rough.”
e She raises a brow. “Why were you VC?”
“I had a girlfriend who transferred to Berlin. We did the long-distance thing for a while.”
“Ah.” She sips at her whiskey then licks her lips. “You know I’m not VC because I don’t like sex
I do. I miss intimacy and dates and getting to know guys and falling in love. It’s just safer this way.”
“Because you have terrible taste in men?” I say, quoting her earlier statement.
“Exactly. I know it sounds dramatic, but I mean it. I have terrible taste. Take Duncan...wait, forge
ol said that! You could be his new boss, or your dad could me and I don’t want to...it’s no one’
ybusiness but mine.”
I want to insist she tells me, demand she tells me, but I know better. “I’m assuming Duncan’s th
chef who wanted to bust up our meeting?”
1 Jessica nods. “He’s the head chef here and he’s done some stuff on TV. MasterChef and Ready
Steady Cook. That kind of thing. Customers know who 1s. He’s Mick’s pride and joy.”
1 Itake a big swallow of whiskey. “And you guys dated?”
s  Jessica avoids my eyes, tugging on the collar of her shirt. “I wouldn’t say ‘dated.’ I started her
nwhen [ was nineteen and I’d never worked at such a fancy place. Duncan kind of...took me under hi
owing.”
She flushes and takes a generous sip from her glass. Heat flicks at my neck and shoulders and
work to unclench my jaw. [ know I won’t like this story, but I have to hear it. If only to establish hov
.dedicated I should be toward getting this asshole fired. “How old was he when he was taking yo
under his wing?”
Jessica flushes. “I don’t...”
r  “What you say in this room stays in this room,” I tell her. “Anything we talk about, it’s all off th
record.”
> “That’s easy for you to say, you haven’t said anything embarrassing yet.”
That’s a fair call. I think for a second. “When | was seventeen I got so drunk at a party I passe
out in my ex-girlfriends bedroom and pissed all over her Emily the Strange sheets.”



Jessica stares at me for a second, her mouth slightly open, then she tosses her head back an
nlaughs. It sounds kind of like a helicopter taking off. I fucking love that sound. I’'m addicted to tha
sound. The instant it fades I want to hear it again.
1 “Okay,” Jessica says, wiping her eyes. “We can have a cone of silence. When I first got here
was nineteen and Duncan was thirty-one.”
v I’ve heard of relationships with a big age gap that are positive, but I know this wasn’t one o
sthem. “So you guys got together? Became a couple, [ mean?”
t  She laughs in a way that’s completely different from the full body chuckle I just heard. It’s tigk
and cold.

“No, we were never together officially. Why would we have been? That would have only creates
obligation on Duncan’s behalf. We just hung out after service and drank or got KFC. Went back to hi
place at two in the morning, which I realised later was so his neighbours didn’t see me and go ‘hey

nwhy are you humping that teenager, you pervert?’”

I can hear the bitterness in her voice, the shame. She can meet my gaze, but she’s looking at m
like she expects me to call her a slut. Like she already knows I’m not going to be as nice after this

tThat I won’t want to go out with her anymore.

Baby girl, I think, who hurt you? And where do they live?

But vigilante justice won’t help me say the right thing, to make Jessica understand I don’t cart
about her past and I certainly don’t judge. I rumple my forehead in mock-confusion. “A chef took yor

.to KFC? How the fuck does that work?”

There’s another short pause and then the laugh—that gorgeous helicopter laugh—starts up agair
“That’s seriously your question?”

t  “Of course,” I say. ““You put up with his bullshit and you weren’t even getting decent meals out o
sit. You should sue.”

She giggles. “Maybe.”

e “So what happened between you and him? You haven’t been together for a long while?”
Jessica drains her tumbler, making a face. “Not long enough. I wish I could tell you I wised yj
rand ditched Duncan as soon as I realised he was using me, but I didn’t. I hung around being his boot
call, watching him pick up the other girls we worked with. Eventually, I got another terrible boyfrien
and Duncan let me go. To an extent anyway.”
e My teeth grind against one another. “What does that mean?”’
s “He still asks me out and talks shit about me to the other chefs and staff if they like me, or want t
ask me out. In his head I’m still ‘his’ if that makes any sense. Even if we don’t sleep together, he stil
Ithings I belong to him or something. It’s a power trip. He won’t give up the ghost until I’'m out o
vhere.” She smiles then, taking the edge off of my anger. “You don’t have to hate him for me.”
o “I'mnot,” I lie, wondering if I’ve got the guts to go back on our cone of silence and get this sleaz
asshole fired—and if that would make me as sleazy as he is.
No. There's no way 1'd sleep with a teenager. Or take her to KFC.
“Austin?”
I glance at her. “What’s up?”
“You’re not going to revenge Duncan for me, are you?”
1 “Nope.” I refill my tumbler. I was already a couple of glasses of wine down when I asked Jessic:
for this meeting and I haven’t eaten anything since I left the office. My hands and lips are tingling.
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Imake a mental note to hold off on the booze...just as soon as I finish this glass.
t  “So, why d’you hang out with Duncan if not for the food?” I hear myself ask. “Since you’re :
clever person and he sounds like an all-around asshole.”
I  “He1s.” Jessica shrugs. “The sex was always better than average. And I really like sex.”
I give a loud bark of laughter—I can’t help it.
t  Jessica freezes. “I should not have...I’m so sorry.”
“It’s totally cool,” I say, but she’s already pressing her hands over her face. “I did not just sa;
itthat.”
“You did, but it’s cool. Liking sex is the human condition. It’s basically what we’re all here for.”
1 “This 1s the whiskey’s fault,” she says through her fingers. “I haven’t eaten anything and I'r
sstressed about my job and Christmas...next I’ll be telling you about my vibrators.”
r, I'sit up a little straighter. “What vibrators? I can talk vibrators. Tell Uncle Austin all about th
vibrators.”
e She gives a little snort of laughter and shakes her head.
“I’ll tell you about my vibrator,” I counter. “It’s one of those cordless wands with the squash
heads. A Doxy.”
That gets her to move her hands. “You own a vibrator? Like, it’s actually yours?”
“Yup. Bought it last year.”
u  Her brows rise. “Why?”
“Well, I don’t want to be offensive—"
.. “We’re in the cone of silence.”
I smile. “So, I was listening to this podcast that said like, eighty-five percent of women can
forgasm from penetration and that kind of blew my mind. I thought about my old girlfriends, and starte:
wondering if any of them had faked it during sex and at first I was kind of annoyed, like, wh
wouldn’t they have said anything? Then I realised that was the problem—I wasn’t giving them a wa’
to say it without offending me. And if they couldn’t say they weren’t coming during sex, how coul
osthey tell me how to make them come? So I spent a week brainstorming, talking to a few friends
ylistenin’ to more podcasts. I heard the best way for most girls to get off is with a vibrator, but there’
dzero chance they’re gonna have one in their purse and give it over during sex, even if it’s what the:
need to come. So, I bought the vibrator and if I’'m sleeping with someone I bring it out and say I'r
really into watching girls use it. If they’re interested they give it a try and even if they don’t it change
othings. The girls open up more, tell me what they want without being as self-conscious. It just make
Ithings better.” I clear my throat. “So yeah. Vibrators. I’'m a fan. And I promise I clean them. I bought :
twhole heap of that sanitary spray mess.”
I finish my little speech, feeling self-conscious. Jessica doesn’t say anything, just stares at me lik
ythere’s a crossword on my face and she’s trying to finish it. I clear my throat, resisting the urge to sa
something else. I bet she thinks I’m a pervert, a wannabe sex guru who—
“Do you have a girlfriend?”
The question comes at me like a stray bullet. I stare at her, a little confused. “No, I’m not seein,
anyone. That’s why I asked you out. Why—"
“Do you eat pussy?”
a I have no idea what’s going on, but I like it. “Yeah, I love to.”
I “What’s your dick like?”
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I laugh. “Excuse me?”
a  She flaps her hand at me. “I’ll explain soon I promise, just answer. Is it weird or bent or too smal
or ridiculously massive or peppered with red spots?”
I sit back in my chair, laughing so hard it hurts my stomach. I hold my hands the appropriate spac:
apart. “About this big, pretty straight and I got tested a month ago. I’'m all clear.”
She considers the space between my hands. “Is that legit?”
y  “It’s the size of my erect cock, if that’s what you’re asking?”
“Some people would say that’s too big.”
I grin. “Do you say it’s too big?”
n  “Well it has been three years. It’s not exactly going to be training wheels.”
I stare at her, my heart hammering against my chest. “Hang on now. Before this goes any furthe
eyou’re gonna have to explain what it is you’re suggesting to me.”
Jessica runs her tongue along her lower lip. “I’ve decided I want to sleep with you Austn
Delaney-Ford. Tonight. But only once and only if we never talk about it again.”

y
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I laugh. “Excuse me?”

She flaps her hand at me. “I’ll explain soon I promise, just answer. Is it weird or bent or too small
or ridiculously massive or peppered with red spots?”

I sit back in my chair, laughing so hard it hurts my stomach. I hold my hands the appropriate space
apart. “About this big, pretty straight and I got tested a month ago. I’'m all clear.”

She considers the space between my hands. “Is that legit?”

“It’s the size of my erect cock, if that’s what you’re asking?”

“Some people would say that’s too big.”

I grin. “Do you say it’s too big?”

“Well it has been three years. It’s not exactly going to be training wheels.”

I stare at her, my heart hammering against my chest. “Hang on now. Before this goes any further
you’re gonna have to explain what it is you’re suggesting to me.”

Jessica runs her tongue along her lower lip. “I’ve decided I want to sleep with you Austin
Delaney-Ford. Tonight. But only once and only if we never talk about it again.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Ths 1s THE right decision. I can feel it in my bones. And other more sexual organs. But Austin doesn’
seem so sure, he holds out his hands a ‘be-reasonable’ look on his face. “Wait just a minute. I don’
think you’ve thought about—"

“The ramifications of doing you in the conference room?” I stare at his wide mouth and feel th
whiskey tingling on my lips. I want to kiss him. God I want to kiss him. “Trust me | have.”

“I meant the ramifications of breaking three years of celibacy with a man you barely know fror
Adam.”

I laugh because I can tell his concern is genuine, just like I can tell that he’s forcing himself to be :
good guy and say it. His hands have balled into fists on the table and his gaze keeps dropping to m
mouth. He wants me, I knew it even before he asked me out.

“You said we could have a drink and get to know each other and we wouldn’t be strangers,”
remind him. “Isn’t that what we’ve done?”

He shoots the door a nervous look. “A little. T guess I was thinking we’d do a little more talkin,
than just exchanging vibrator histories.”

It’s a joke but I can’t laugh. The vibrator talk was exactly what tipped my hand from ‘I wish
could be with this guy, but I can’t’ to ‘holy fuck I can’t leave this room without touching him.” v
never heard something so filthy and sweet and kind. Austin Delaney-Ford definitely has some fata
flaw—that’s why I’m attracted to him—but that vibrator talk was legitimately adorable and whateve
happens, I’ll regret not making a move. I stand, steady in spite of my aching feet, nerves and alcohol
“Austin, do you want me?”

He rubs a hand through his thick caramel hair. “I do, but look, someone could come up here at an
moment and catch us. Your friend Candy, or your ex.”

His face darkens at the mention of Duncan and I want to kiss him even harder. I walk to the doo
and flick the latch over. “That takes care of that problem.”

He swallows hard. “Jessica...”

I love that he’s eager and trying to hide it, it makes me want to do this all the more. I step towar
him, feeling self-conscious and excited and kind of like I’ve forgotten how to walk. He’s still sittin;
in his Mad Men chair. How exactly am I going to get this off the ground? Throw myself into his lap’
Grab his cheeks and turn his face up to mine? The room is so quiet I can hear the bass pounding fror
the function room, I Wanna Dance with Somebody by Whitney Houston. I can heart my heart poundin;
in my ears, as well. I’'m so nervous I’m shaking. It’s been so long since I’ve made a move and I'r
probably completely void of game.

“Ms Rommely,” Austin’s voice is lower, his gaze locked on mine. “Before we do anything else
how about you sit on my lap and we have ourselves a first kiss?”

Heat unfurls in my middle, snaking between my legs. That voice, the easy way he asked, I’'m mor«
than ready for this. “That sounds like...a good idea.”

He doesn’t smile, he just pushes his chair back and opens his arms. “Come here, pretty girl.”

I walk over to him and now I’m as unstable as a newborn foal. I practically collapse on top o



him and he grasps my hips and guides me sideways onto his lap. I'm dimly aware of my greasy wor
skirt and know I should warn him before he ruins his lovely suit. “Austin?”

“Yeah?”

His hands slide up my arms, his fingertips warm and strong. In that moment stop thinking and fee!

I try to feel everything as totally as I can because it’s new and old and uniquely lovely. I’ve misse:
tbeing touched like this and yet I’ve never been touched this.
t  “Ready?” Austin asks, his brown eyes twinkling,
“More than ready.”
2 His lips find mine and oh my god...

It’s a light kiss, more exploratory than passionate but the voltage that passes between us makes m

nwant to scream. My heart is hammering so hard I feel on the verge of passing out. To be touched wit

desire 1s so powerful, so goddamn nice I can hardly believe I’ve gone this long without it. Austin’
alips press hard against mine, his tongue slides into my mouth and my brain kind of bursts. [ wrap m
yarms around his neck and give him everything I have.

I feel like a car starting up after three years in the garage, rusty but desperate to go. Austin doesn’
Iflinch. His hands slide down to my hips and I’m rearranged in his lap so we’re face to face. I shovi

up my skirt and settle close to him, feeling his chest, his stomach and holy god, the proof of hi
gattraction, hard against my thigh.

I grind against his erection because, why wouldn’t [? Austin wasn’t lying, he feels insanely huge
IMy hands are greedy as hell, smoothing themselves down his neck and across his shoulders, graspin;
chis biceps through his fancy shirt.

1 “You’re so big.”

r  Not the most original sexy-talk but it’s true. Every part of him is huge and after so long without

.man’s I’ve forgotten. I’ve forgotten how rough their stubbly cheeks are, I’ve forgotten how hard the
kiss and how big their hands are. My breath is coming out in chips. I want everything, I war

yeverything now. I unfasten the top button on his shirt and move down to the next.

Austin drags his lips from mine. “Jessica, we’re just getting started. No need to rush.”

r  “I'msorry but there is a need to rush. ’ve been starving for three years and you just invited me t
the world’s sexiest...” I struggle to think of an appropriate word. “Barbecue.”

He gives a strained laugh. “Barbecue?”
i1 T undo the next button. “I couldn’t think of the right word, but you know what I mean. Please, jus
gkiss me?”’

?  He does, thrusting his tongue into my mouth and pressing my hips against his. Yet when I und:
nanother button he stops again. “I mean it, we don’t need to rush.”

g “Yes. We, do.”

n He gives a strained chuckle. “Okay, maybe it feels that way but, uh, I should have said earlier,
don’t have any condoms.”

I feel like a kid at Christmas, a kid whose tree just got jacked by the Grinch. No condoms? M

brain immediately starts trying to combat the declaration. “Okay, so no sex. That kind of sex. Ther
sare other kinds of sex.”

Austin grins. “What other kinds of sex?”

“Why don’t I show you?”

f He plants a light kiss on my mouth. “Or, we kiss now, then when we get out of this room, yo



kcome home with me and I fuck you senseless.”
God the way he says it makes me want to give in, but my stomach twists and I think about mur
and Duncan and that hideous road trip and the life I built around not being that girl. I shake my head
' “Whatever this it, it can’t leave this room. I’'m not trying to be a dick, I promise. You’re gorgeous an
dlovely but I just...can’t.”
He brushes the hair out of my eyes. “No problem, pretty girl. You know somethin’?”
“What?”” I mean to sound a edgy, but I don’t. I sound breathless as a Jane Austen heroine.
“I think I’m falling for you.”
My chest contracts, a hard, tight squeeze. “Please don’t.”
e “It’s too late for that. You were already at risk, lookin’ so gorgeous in your uniform, telling m
hworking in this place is a nightmare but you need to work to care for your family, but now that I’vi
skissed you...” He lets out a loud sigh. “You’ve got yourself an admirer.”
y  “This can only last tonight,” I warn him. “My vow of chastity clicks back in the minute I leave thi
room. This is just a fling. An interlude.”
t  Austin’s smile is easy. “Sure. Well, if that’s the case...”
e  His hands slide under my knees and I find myself lying flat on the table, a gorgeous America
sbetween my thighs. Austin kisses me hard, more demanding than it was before, as though he’s trying t
change my mind about me going home with him via his tongue. His hands slide up my sides and alon,
.. my rib cage.
g “Can I touch you?” he mutters, his lips moving along my jaw. “Under your clothes.”
[ fist his hair, adoring the silky feel of it between my fingers. “I think I might die 1f you don’t.”
He smiles as he begins to unbutton my shirt. “I’d better comply. I don’t want your body on m
ahands. At least not that way.”
y I laugh then moan as he pulls my shirt open exposing my plain black lace bra—mnot a bad pic]
itconsidering I had no idea this was going to happen. He lowers his mouth to my breasts and I gasp.
Even though I’'m breaking my vow of celibacy, in my gross work uniform, in what is essentially :
Candy-induced hostage situation, I’'m happy. I can barely remember the last time I had sex, but
ddefinitely can’t remember ever being this happy. Austin’s fingers slide beneath my underwire, liftin;
my bra over my tits. He sucks my right nipple and my abdomen clenches hard. “Oh my god!”
“Good?”
t I grip his hair by way of answer and he smirks before sucking at me some more. The sensation 1
gorgeous, but I can’t handle it for long. The ache between my legs is excruciating and Austin grindin;
dagainst me as he sucks my nipples isn’t helping. “Austin...”
“You want a little more, huh?”
I nod, wordless with lust and unable to say the words that would officially end my run o
Icelibacy. Until now it’s been kissing, dry humping and second base, part of me was hoping we coul
leave it at that. But the hot throb between my legs has other ideas. She wants the whole shebang,
y  His hand slides up my plain pencil skirt and I whimper, actually whimper, like a needy puppy. I'r
enot wearing tights or stockings, so there’s nothing between his hand and my bare skin. He caresses m
thighs, but he doesn’t waste time toying with me. Within seconds his hands are pressed up against m
panties, rubbing in a way that has me arching my back. “Austin...”
“Yeah, pretty girl?”
u  There’s nothing soft about his smile now, nothing jovial or kindly. His brown eyes are hungry



He’s all business and the knowledge has my insides tightening. “I need more, I need you inside me
nlt’s been so, so long.”

. “You know, 1f you’d let me take you home, I’d could give you the right kind of more. I’d slide m

dcock into your tight, tender pussy and rub you until you come. I’ll make you come so hard you pass th
fuck out.”

I moan, even as I shake my head. “Has to be here. Now.”

“I know it does, darlin’.”

Two fingers slide over and inside my underwear—plain blue cotton, but you can’t havi

everything, Austin tracks a fast line through my public hair and down my slit, stroking over my clitori
ewith just enough pressure to make me squeal. His free hand gently clasps my mouth. “I love th
esounds you make, sweetheart, but we can’t have people runnin’ up here finding us.”

I would point out that such a thing might actually be helpful, but I like him covering my mouth an
sI like it even more when he says, “I’m gonna touch you now, darlin’.”

His fingers press inside me, stretching me in a way that somehow manages to feel twenty time

better than a dildo. I don’t know how that’s possible, dildo technology being what it is, but they do
nThey fill me to an insanely perfect degree, curling in a way that makes my hips buck and my clit throb
> “Austin,” I mumble against his hand. “Do me, please?”

g He can’t have heard me, but he must have gotten the gist because his fingers start to move and it’
all fucking over. I am not the world’s easiest comer. I need time and space to orgasm, even when I'r
by myself, but as soon as Austin’s fingers work inside me I see stars. I arch my head and fight not
come within seconds, like a teenage boy.

y  “That nice?” he asks, his voice like dripping honey. “That what you need, Jessica?”

What I need is for him to ride me like a pony, but I know we can’t and we shouldn’t. I grip hi
kbiceps and nod as hard as I can.

His thumb joins the party, lightly rasping over my clit. “Glad to hear it.”

a  “Ohgod,” I moan. “Oh god, oh god, oh god.”

I  He bends over and kisses me hard. “There’s another name I’d like you to say, darlin’. A mor

gappropriate name.”

“Austin,” I amend. “Austin, that feels so good.”

“I know it does, sweetheart. You’re so fuckin® wet. I want to taste you. Do you want me to d«
sthat?”

g I bang my head against the table, nodding to the extent my neck will allow. Austin doesn’t wasti
any time, shoving me up against the table, hiking my skirt and pulling my panties down my thighs.
have only a second to worry about my aroma before his mouth is on me, sucking with the same firr

tpull that turned my nipples to aching points.

1 He meant it, 1 think dazedly. He does love doing this.

You can always tell. Even the most appreciative attempts are no match for this heady enjoyment
nthese slow licks. I know without a doubt he’s hard. Austin’s fingers find my cunt and resume thei
yslow pumping, as his tongue sucks and laps and draws on my clit. I stare between my legs and want t
ypass out at how fucking nice his curly hair looks at the apex of my thighs. Our eyes meet and eve

though Austin’s mouth is occupied I can tell he’s smiling. A second later he pulls back and confirm
1t.

. “If I was smart I’d ask you out again,” he says. “I’d make you promise to see me once this is ove



.before I make you come all over my face.”
“Don’t be mean,” I beg, pushing his head back down. “I’m desperate. I’'m so fucking close.”
y  And I am, ’m swollen and soaking. Just having him away from me for a few seconds is painful
eLuckily, he doesn’t follow through on his threat. His tongue slides over me and it’s gorgeous
torturous relief. I close my eyes and feel everything he’s doing to me with a humming, longin;
certainty that this will be an orgasm to remember. His teeth gently rub against me and I’m done. M,
hands ball into fists and my thighs shake, warmth pours from my cunt and seems to heat ever
emolecule in my body.
s “Austin! Austin!”
e He keeps going for a little bit, the way they always do when they like it, when all they want 1s t
make it happen again. I shove his forehead away, gasping and laughing. “Please, have mercy.”
1 “Mercy granted.” He stands up, adjusting himself through his pants. Just as I thought—he’s roc]
hard beneath the fancy wool. He doesn’t ask for anything though, doesn’t touch me. I can tell by hi
sexpression that he’s about to declare this little interlude over.
. “Well, that was fuckin’ glorious, what should we—"
“I don’t think so.”
I shove launch myself at him, seizing his shoulders and shoving him into the abandoned woode;
schair. ““You’re not going anywhere.”
n  He laughs. “What’s wrong, Jessie? You want another kiss?”
> “No.” I fall to my knees in front of him, my hands fumbling for his belt buckle.
“Oh no, honey, you don’t have to...”
I 1ignore him and pull open the clasp. He makes some protesting noise, but when he doesn’t stoj
sme, I open his top button and shove down his fly. His cock is straining against some expensivi
looking underwear, big and hard like a pornographic dream. I reach for it and his hand closes aroun
mine. “I was happy to just take care of you, you don’t have to—"
“I want to do this.”
¢ And I do. I want to make this big, sexy guy come as hard as he just made me. “Please?”
There must be some serious desperation in my voice because Austin grins down at me. “If you'r:
sure, sweetheart, [ ain’t gonna say no.”
>  That’s all the encouragement I need. I unwrap him from his fancy underwear, lightly grip the bas:
and lower my lips to him. It’s been a long time since I’ve done this but the rules haven’t exactl
echanged—at least I think they haven’t. I suck hard and fast, the aftershocks of my orgasm driving m
Ifaster than I would normally go. I just want more, and with sex off the table, I know this 1s as good a
nit’s going to get.
Austin exhales. “Honey, you keep that up you’re gonna make me come in five seconds.”
“Good.” I'lick the head of his uncircumcised cock. “Please keep talking? I love your voice.”
,  He obliges me, groaning out a series of ‘sweethearts’ and ‘honeys’ as I suck him like my pleasur
rdepends on it. He doesn’t come in five seconds, but it’s not long before his hips are rocking in th
dchair, silently begging me not to stop. He goes still when he comes, his hand cupping the back of m
nhead like he’s scared I might vanish mid-orgasm. I swallow everything he has to give me, feelin;
sstupidly pleased at his ragged exhalations, his muttering of ‘goddamn, god-fuckin’-damn.”
I pull away from him, wiping a hand over my mouth. “There’s a more appropriate name you couls
rsay.”



He laughs. “Very true. Sorry Jessie.”

I smile at him and take in the room anew—the walls and slightly faded green carpet. The bi,
.wooden table and the anonymous black phone resting on it. I’'m still horny enough that I don’t car
,what I’ve done, but I do feel shy. Along with how good this kind of thing can feel, I’d forgotten th
sawkwardness that follows shoving someone’s genitals in your mouth for the first time. And tha
y‘someone’ has never been a super-hot American who also might be my new boss.

y  “Jessie...” Austin’s hand cups my cheek. “That was incredible.”
He bends down and before I know what’s happening I’m in his lap again. He kisses me deep
surprising me. Most men won’t kiss you after you’ve gone down on them. I feel another of m
opersonal bulwarks crumble. When I saw Austin Delaney-Ford, I knew he was hot and confident,
could have predicted he was clever and good at sex—but I never would have guessed he was kind.
k  “I’'mso going to get a crush on you,” he announces to the room at large.
s  Ibite down my smile. “Oh, are you?”

“Yup, I’'m going to write shit poetry about you and think about you all the time. It’s gonna b

fuckin’ tragic.”

I giggle, trying to think when I last felt so light. I want to float, I want to bubble up to the ceilin;
nlike champagne. Outside I hear the music from the function room party, cars pulling up and leaving th

restaurant, customers laughing and talking and dancing. For the first time in ages, I’'m not resentful o
them. They’re enjoying themselves and so am I, in the most lovely and unexpected way.

Austin’s fingers run in circles around my back, I can practically hear him thinking. He’

wondering how to ask me out again in a way that’ll make me say yes. I smile into his chest and knov
osthat if he manages, I’'m going to go out with him. It feels too good not to. I don’t want to think past th
enext ‘yes.” He clears his throat, sitting back so I can see his face. “Jessica Rommely...”
1 My heart thumps. “Yes?”
There’s a loud rap at the door. I know instantly it i1sn’t Candy. The knock is too high, too hard. It’
a man, ’d bet my right hand. And I’d bet my life that I know which man. Austin and I both act a
though we knew this was going to happen. He silently eases me onto my feet and we move away fror
eeach other, wiping our faces, quietly tugging and buttoning our clothes back into place. The ma
knocks again, even louder this time.
e “Hello?” I call, trying to sound professionally brisk and not like I just had my brains blasted ou
ymy vagina. “Who i1s 1t?”
e “What are you doing in there?”
s My guess was correct but a jolt of panic goes through me all the same. It’s Duncan, hella-fucking
lyjah. “I’'m having a meeting.”

The doorknob rattles. “In a locked room? Bullshit? Are you in there with that American guy?”

Austin’s face darkens. He’s straightened up and he looks taller and wider than ever. I need to ge
ethis situation under control or I’'m going to have a manly-man-man fight on my hands. I press a ligt
efingertip to Austin’s chest, praying he’ll stay quiet.

y  “Duncan, I need you to listen to me. I was talking to Mr Delaney-Ford about the function roor
oTAB, but we got locked in. Can you please go and get the key?”

“You got locked in?”

1  “That’s what I said.”

“By who?”



I can tell he doesn’t believe me, that he thinks Austin and I snuck up here to bang. I don’t want t
gsell Candy down the river, but what choice do I have? No one else would have locked my ass in th
econference room with a random American.

e “Candy locked me in. She was pulling a prank or something. I’ll explain everything once you ge
tthe keys and unlock the damn door.”

There’s a short pause. “Candy did this?”

“Yes.”

,  “Why? And why i1sn’t that guy saying anything?”’

y  Of course a man whose motto 1s ‘I speak, therefore I am’ would be confused by a guy letting :

Iwoman explain a situation. I shoot Austin a warning look advising him not to buy into this shite, bu
it’s already too late.

“Good evening,” he says, his voice velvety. “What is it you’d like me to say?”

The contempt in his tone is thick enough to drown in. There’s a short pause.

e “Uh, nothing. I’ll go get the key.” Duncan gives the door an awkward little rap. “Be back soor
Jessica.”

g We listen to him walking away. Austin’s upper lip is curling and as soon as Duncan’s out o

eearshot he turns to me. “I instantly and completely hate that man.”

t  Itryto smile. “Join the club.”

“I hate that you have to work with him and I hate that he has the nerve to talk to you that way. Lik
syou’re his goddamn assistant. His fuckin’ lackey.”

v Icringe. I like to tell myself no one else can see the lazy contempt Duncan directs toward me. “It’
gjust a job. I punch in, work, get paid and punch out. And it’s not forever, just until I’'m finishe
studying.”

“And how long 1s that?”

s “Another couple of years.”

s “You’re a strong woman. I wish you didn’t...but it’s not my place to say...” Austin blows out :
nhard breath, and his expression changes. I bet he’s realised he only has a couple of minutes to clic]
nthis thing between us. He looks at me, a hard mischief in his eyes. “So, it’s almost Christmas.”

“Itis...”
it  “In the interest of Christmas cheer, [ was wondering if I can hang around until you’re done. Tak

you out for a drink?”

He smiles at me and I think to myself how bizarre it is that his mouth was bringing me to orgasr
-less than five minutes ago. I won’t say it, but I'm fucking smitten with him. But talking to Duncan le

all the old memories back in—waiting around for texts that don’t come, first arguments, irritating in
laws, discovering those habits you can’t stand, and most of all the crushing disappointment that come
tfrom turning a fascinating stranger into a regular, run-of-the-mill, evil boyfriend. A boyfriend wh
thurts you because people are like that, bumping around the world trying to be happy and failing nin
times out of ten. Suddenly my feet hurt and my eyes are tired and all I can think about 1s how my shif
nis less than half over. Austin will return to his free food and wine and I’l1 go back behind the bar an
pour Prosecco until my arms ache. “I’ve had an incredible time. Seriously, I think you’re an amazin;
guy, but I can’t see you again.”
His smile doesn’t fade. “But it’s Christmas, don’t you deserve something nice? Even just for on

night?”



>  Except it won’t be for one night. He’s going to play for keeps, using the ‘one night’ thing as :

eTrojan horse and we both know it.

I smile, because I really do like him. “Maybe, but I don’t have time to get something nice. I nee:
tto make money and study and make sure, I don’t get the sack. You’re sexy and fun and I don’t regre

breaking my vow of celibacy with you, but this can’t be anything else. I’ve never slept with someon
who didn’t make me regret.”

Austin’s stance widens, his shoulders expanding beneath his shirt. ““You won’t regret it.”

[ roll my eyes. “Dude, you just want what you can’t have. This 1s a challenge now.”

a  “Itain’t. Iwon’t let it be one. I can’t predict the future, but I think we’re a good match.”

it “You might be right, but I don’t want a match, that’s what the vow of celibacy is about. I don’
want a boyfriend or a husband or a lover. I just want my life to be good.”

“And you don’t think I’d make your life good? You don’t think I’d work my ass off to make yor

happy?”

, [ don’t reply because I can’t. There’s so much sincerity in his face that it hurts. This feels like :
cosmic challenge, an attempt to make me lose my mind in the face of hard-won stability an

tspinsterhood. “I can’t Austin. I just can’t.”

His smile drops. “Okay, I’m sorry. I’ll leave it.”

My stomach shrivels like a chip packet on a naked flame. “I don’t...I’m sorry.”

e “It’s okay.” He shoves his hands in his pockets. “You should know that you’ll probably see m
around after this, though. I won’t be stalking you, but my father’s bought into this business and my jol

sis to assist him.”

1 “Sure,” I say, wondering how it will feel to be near him. To remember what happened in thi
room. Like shit, probably. But it’ll be easier to look at him from behind the bar or restaurant counte
while he hobnobs with suits—both of us in our proper place.

We both hear Duncan approach, his heavy chefs shoes ringing on the floorboards. I rush over t
athe door and flick open the internal latch. Austin drains both our whiskey tumblers and stands th
kglasses and the decanter back on the bar. I hear Duncan fumble with the key chain and knowing I onl

have seconds I hold out my hand to Austin.

“I’1l miss you,” I say, which is both true and excruciatingly embarrassing.

e Austin turns my hand over and plants a gentle kiss on the palm. “Look after yourself.”

“I always do.”

n It feels like a lie, but I don’t want to think about why that is. The door swings open and suddenl

tDuncan is sneering at me. Duncan with his bright blue eyes and scruffy beard, his gaze flickin,

-between me and Austin, probably scanning for hickeys and semen stains. “What’s been going on 1

shere?”

>  Ifeel a pleasurable flare of anger, so much better than all this murky confusion. Telling him that h

ecan shove his bullshit up his arse 1s possibly the only thing that can make me feel better. But before

tcan open my mouth Austin strides forward. “Ms Rommely and I were discussing some issues with th
dfunction center.”

g Duncan’s smirk widens. “Is that right?”

“It 1s.” Austin gestures to the door and I head toward it.

e Duncan reached out and grabs my waist. “You’ll be happy to hear Colin made it back from th
shops alive.”



a  Ishove his hand off me. “Great.”

“Can I have a word with you?” Austin asks. I know he’s not talking to me. I turn and see :
dtowering wall of testosterone glaring at my not-quite-ex boyfriend. I consider telling Austin not t
tbother, but I know it’s no use. Austin is going to have his say, possibly because I just rejected him an
egetting mad at Duncan is as equally an appealing method of release to him as it is to me.

“A word?” Duncan sneers. “About what?”

Austin’s smile calcifies into steel. “This and that. Do you have a moment?”

“Sure thing, bro.”

[ roll my eyes. You 're almost forty, Duncan. Why are you saying ‘bro’ you silly twat?

t  There’s no space for me here. I adjust my clothes and head back to the kitchens. I wait fo
something else to happen—for Duncan to burst out of the room, for Austin to follow me, for m

ushaking legs to return me to the place where I felt happy for the first time in ages, but none of thos:
things happen. I just go back to the kitchen and help Colin unpack the white wine and olive oil.
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I shove his hand off me. “Great.”

“Can I have a word with you?” Austin asks. I know he’s not talking to me. I turn and see a
towering wall of testosterone glaring at my not-quite-ex boyfriend. I consider telling Austin not to
bother, but I know it’s no use. Austin is going to have his say, possibly because I just rejected him and
getting mad at Duncan is as equally an appealing method of release to him as it is to me.

“A word?” Duncan sneers. “About what?”

Austin’s smile calcifies into steel. “This and that. Do you have a moment?”

“Sure thing, bro.”

I roll my eyes. You 're almost forty, Duncan. Why are you saying ‘bro’ you silly twat?

There’s no space for me here. I adjust my clothes and head back to the kitchens. I wait for
something else to happen—for Duncan to burst out of the room, for Austin to follow me, for my
shaking legs to return me to the place where I felt happy for the first time in ages, but none of those
things happen. I just go back to the kitchen and help Colin unpack the white wine and olive oil.



CHAPTER FIVE

How to get over a sweet, handsome, intelligent, well-dressed guy who eats pussy like it’s
his job and asked you out, but you turned him down because you’ve built a life around
being bitterly single

1.
3.
Do you think I have any answers here? Seriously?

R

CanDY NO LONGER works at the Diamond Hill Country Club and Function Center. Locking me an
Austin in the conference room was the first in a series of pranks she committed on her last shift. Sh
gave away free shots, cooked Duncan’s car keys in the oven, cut the phone line to the restaurant “s«
you couldn 't call and get someone else to let out. Also, so idiots couldn 't ring up and ask what tim
we close—like that information isn't already on the fucking internet.” The crown jewel in he
chaos however was dropping a bunch of tampons into the toilets. I don’t know what the overal
damage bill was, but the impairment to the ancient plumbing alone was immense.

I was there when Mick showed up at one in the morning and hauled her into his office, red in th
face and threatening to call the cops. Candy was cool as a fucking cucumber. She swaggered out fivi
minutes later, looking like a cat who had licked up every ounce of cream in the world.

“Come on Jessums,” she said. “We’re leaving.”

She looked so authoritative, and I felt so fucking drained, that I followed her to the locker roor
without a word. She drove me to Argyle, the nearest open bar, and pushed a gin and tonic into m
hands.

“So you’re fired?” I asked.

“I quit,” she said, taking a big swig of martini.

“Are you going to jail for what you did to the toilets?”

“Nope. I told Mick it was just a bit of workplace anarchy and to get over it.”

I gaped at her. “That worked?”

“Not exactly, I also had to tell him that if he went to the cops I’d tell them about all the illega
bollocks we do, including the liquor swapping and that his mate groped Sophia and he gave her :
hundred bucks not to tell anyone. He told me I’d get my last pay invoice in the mail and I left.”

“Holy shit.”

Candy nods. “I know, it was amazing. I completely ruined those toilets. Anyway, what happene
with you and the sexy Pointer?”

“Excuse me?”

“The sexy Pointer,” she repeated. ““You know, the American guy.”



“Why are you saying he’s a Pointer? What’s a Pointer?”

“A gun dog. He reminds me of one, kind of sleek and well trained. Sexy. I’'ll show you.” Cand:
pulled out her phone and found a picture of a Pointer. I would never say this to Austin’s face but h
did kind of look like a pointer. His attitude also reminded me of a gun dog, there was a profoun
openness about him, a non-judgment and loyalty that was almost canine. Although, I knew that wa
almost certainly post-hookup nostalgia setting in. No man was perfect, Austin included. I tried t
remind myself about that as Candy reminisced about how angry Duncan had been when she cooke:
his keys.

“Why did you do that?”” I asked. “Cook his keys and tell him Austin and I were having some supe
sexy meeting. | assume it was you who got him all razzed up so he came looking for us mid-dinne
service?”

Candy shrugged. “He’s a dill and I hate him. I hate that whole fucking place. You should get out o
there, too. Quit before you have to spend another Christmas waiting on Nobbleberries hand and foot.’

“We get triple pay on Christmas day,” [ remind her. “I can’t quit, I need the work.”

She sighed. “There’s more work out there. Anyway, forget that shithole for a minute. Wha
happened with you and the sexy Pointer in the meeting?”

I considered not telling her anything as revenge for locking me in the conference room, but the gi
and the memory of the clogged toilets had me pouring out the whole story.

Candy listened with her mouth open. “So he told Duncan to fuck off?”

“No 1dea. Duncan wouldn’t look at me when he got back to the kitchen, so maybe.”

Candy nodded slowly. “Are you going to go out with the sexy pointer?”

“No.”

“Did you give him your number?”’

“No. Are you seriously forgetting that I don’t date?”

Candy drained the last of her martini. “No, but I was hoping you had. That guy’s beautiful an
super charming.”

“You date him then,” I said, ignoring the hot stab of jealousy.

n “Idon’t want to date him and I do what [ want to do. You should try following my lead sometimes
yFuck counting consequences all day long.”

I looked at Candy, all big eyes and fuck-you Christmas paraphernalia. I want to tell her that sh
had no idea, she didn’t have the weight of a sick mother and sister on her back and a dating trac]
record that made Elizabeth Taylor look lucky in love. But no one likes a preacher and ’'m was to«
damn tired to bother. “Maybe I will sometime, but not right now.”

I expected Candy to argue, but some of what [ was thinking must have shown on my face becaus:
she changed the subject to what she was going to do now she was free of Mick’s oppressive regime.
1 That was three nights ago. ’ve worked at the function center every day since, but I haven’t see
aAustin. I’'m ashamed to say that I’ve been looking. Not only looking but dressing up—eye shadow

push-up bras, polished shoes, and lipstick.

Duncan noticed and has started making kissy sounds every time I walk into the kitchen. His goo«

dbehaviour bond didn’t last long. He cornered me in the stockroom the night after Austin and I were 1
the conference room. He accused me of siccing Austin onto him via my mystical female vagin:
powers. I told him he had no idea what he was talking about, but he didn’t believe me. Mayb
because | was blushing my ass off. Still, I know he has no idea what we did on that fake mahogan
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table. Austin wouldn’t have let that slip. He’s classier than that. Smarter, too.
y T arrived at the country club at three in the afternoon on Christmas Eve and immediately got pu
eout to work in the restaurant. I generally prefer it to the function center and the back bar—there ar
Ifewer drunks and no loud music. But, on the other hand, there’s more drama, screaming children, an
sdemands for well-cooked lamb that make the chefs swear and throw things. I punch in and head ont
dthe floor praying the shift passes quickly so I can get home with the energy to wrap presents. And
Isee him.
Austin 1s sitting at a table with a dozen other people, broad-shouldered and lovely, his carame
rhair shining in the afternoon sun. There’s a gorgeous woman on his right. I watch as she strokes hi
rarm with red-tipped nails. My stomach falls through my feet. I knew this was going to happen,
expected this to happen. How should I be in any way surprised?

t  Yetlam

> “Heya, Jess!” Sara, the floor manager taps my shoulder in the mock-friendly way of authorit
figures demanding your attention.

t  Iturn away from Austin, a loud ringing in my ears. “Hey! How’s it going?”

“Good. Look, we’re really short-staffed, so I’ll need you to listen up while I run over the gam
nplan.”

I listen to Sara with all my might, but I can’t stop seeing the red fingernails caressing Austin’
arm. New girlfriend? Casual acquaintance? Office flirt? Can I get out of going to their table? Sen
one of the newbie waitresses hovering at Sara’s elbow?

“...I’m going to need you to take special care with table twelve.” Sara leans in conspiratorially
“They’re Mick’s contacts. They’re only on entrees, so make sure you’re clearing and taking drinl
orders every second they’re here, okay?”

“Okay,” I squeak. Table twelve is Austin’s table because of course it fucking is.

1  Sara claps her hands. “Great, I'll just introduce you to your new coworkers and then I’ll get out o
your hair. Jessica this is Brittany and Kenna, they’re both starting trial shifts today.”

I smile at Brittany and Kenna who don’t smile back. I can’t blame them, it’s Christmas Eve an
.they’re working for free. Both are wearing bored expressions and heavy makeup. Neither looks olde

than twenty. [ make a mental note to keep Duncan away from them and wish with all my heart tha
eCandy had waited a couple more days before committing workplace anarchy and bailing the fuck ou
kof here. I have a feeling this shift is going to get ugly.
>  Sara leaves and I direct Brittany to the kitchen to collect table fives’ meals. I send Kenna to tabl
seven to clear dirty plates. It’s a test to see if they could possibly handle table twelve, Austin’s table
ewithout me. Brittany carries the dining plates one by one, essentially dumping them in front of eac
customer 1n turn. Kenna knocks over a water glass at table seven, dousing a guy in a linen suit.
n  They’re awful. Well, I’m sure they’re nice people, but they’re awful waitresses. I’ll have to tak
,on table twelve myself. I keep my face blank as I approach and ask the closest man, a thin guy in hi
thirties, what he’d like for mains. As I work my way around the table, I see Austin realize it’s me. Hi
Iface breaks into a big grin and he stops chatting with Lady Red-Nails, waiting for me to reach hirr
nWhen I do, he beams at me. “Hello, Jessica.”
a  “Hey Austin, can I take your order?” I will myself to sound professional, even though all I ca
ethink about 1s the feel of his cock in my mouth, his hips bucking, and his fingers shifting in my hair.
y  He ignores my question. “How have you been?”



“Good, pretty busy.”
it  Lady Red-Nails looks from him to me. “Do you two know each other?”
e “No,” I say, just as Austin says, “yes.”
1 We laugh and some of the tension leaves my body.
> “We know each other a bit,” Austin corrects. “Jessica helped me during the Christmas break-yj
Iparty. A small issue with the TAB.”
“Oh, I heard about that.” Lady Red-Nails touches his arm again. “You boys sure can drink, can’
lyou?”
s  There is a moment when I think jealousy will eat my whole head. Fortunately, it’s interrupted by :
Inudge at my elbow. I turn and see Kenna, audibly working on a piece of gum. “Brittany left.”
“Excuse me?” I ask.
“She left. She didn’t really want to work here, to be honest, it was her mum’s 1dea. She only cam
ybecause she thought she was going to get paid and since we’re not, yeah...” Kenna shrugs. “She jus
kind of left.”
Oh god.
e I scan the restaurant, noting the glut of people that have come in. Sara is greeting them an
directing them toward their tables where they’ll expect service, obviously, and they will be expectin;
sin vain because there’s no way one waitress and one trainee can handle this. Dizziness swells y
dinside me.
“Is everything okay?” Austin asks.
. “Sure, we’re just a bit short-staffed. Kenna, can you please go and ask Sara to call a replacemer
kwaitress? And can I please grab everyone’s order quickly?”
Everyone does what I ask in a way that tells me they feel sorry for me. I finish off the orders fo
confit duck and roast vegetable salad. I can feel Austin watching me but I don’t make eye contact. O
fone hand, this staffing issue 1s an unmitigated disaster and I’'m going to be run off my feet all night. O
the other hand, I won’t have time to think about Austin, his wide lips or his big cock or his lovely
dlovely laugh.
r I enter table twelves orders into the staff computer and turn my attention to the swell of drin
torders at the bar—that’s not a good sign, it means people at the tables are getting impatient. I helj
itMartin, the bartender dispel them with beer and glasses of prosecco and as soon as I get a window o
freedom I power-walk into the kitchen. Mick and Duncan are chatting by the ovens as the latter turn
esteaks—exactly who I need to see.
,  “Hey, guys, what’s the deal with the restaurant staff tonight?”
h  Duncan ignores me, but Mick looks over. His eyes are red and puffy in a way that says he’
hungover or in the process of getting that way. “What do you mean?”
e  “Sara and I are on the floor by ourselves with only a trainee. The other trainee just cut and rar
sWe’ve got a full house booked. We need more staff. Is anyone available?”
s “It’s Christmas Eve,” Mick says, as though I might not have considered this. “You’re just gonn:
Lhave to do your best.”
“Do my best?”
n  “Yup, do your best. You’ll be fine.”
[ stare at Mick, utterly dumbfounded. The workplace conditions at the Diamond Hill Country Clul
and Function Center have always been terrible, but this i1s beyond the pale. Outside I hear the staf



bell ring as a no doubt salty customer, dings it.

“That’s the bell,” Duncan says. “You better get going.”

Anger burns in my gullet. “I’m not going anywhere. Mick, are you hearing me? We’ve got a ful
house and one and a half waitresses. It doesn’t matter how fast we go, mistakes are going to be mad:
sand customers are going to get angry at us.”

Mick’s smirk fades into a look of irritation. “Well, you should have thought about that before yor
tlet your little friend fuck up our plumbing. I can’t afford to put anyone else on. It’s you, Sara, and th
new girl and that’s all there is to it.”

a My mouth falls open. “Are you seriously blaming me for what Candy did?”

“No,” he says, though he’s clearly lying. “I can’t afford to have anyone else on, so you’ll just havi
to suck it up.”

e I hate that expression and I hate it even more coming out of the mouth of my so-called boss. “I’vi
ttbeen sucking it up. For years we’ve run the restaurant with five staff instead of seven, but we can’t d«
it with three.”

“You can if that’s all the people we have.”

1  The staff bell dings, louder this time.

g “You better go get that,” Duncan says in a sing-song voice.

> I thought I was angry before, but I was only at base camp one. These people and their lazy, up
their-own-arsehole attitudes. It’s Christmas Eve and they’ve stranded Sara and me with a girl wh
doesn’t know one end of a notepad from another. There are a hundred diners booked and at end of thi

tservice, they’re going to spit in our pockets before they tip. I can hardly breathe I'm so angry. I thin
of Austin, sitting at table twelve with Lady Red-Nails and the words just come out. “I quit.”

r  For a moment no one reacts, then Mick laughs. “You’re not quitting.”

n  As though I threaten this all the time, as though I haven’t always shown up to this place and don

nthe best I can, gone above and beyond what I’m paid to care about. I untie the back of my apron an

rpull 1t loose. “I mean it. It’s Christmas Eve. Candy’s gone, Brittany’s gone, I’m gone too. You dea
with this mess without me.”

k  Mick stares at me. “If you leave now, you won’t get paid for this shift. You won’t get an

sreferences.”

t  Ilaugh. If he’d tried to reason with me, if he’d begged me to stay, I’d have cracked like a cheaj

sface mask. But the fact that he’s threatening me gives me all the permission in the world to see thi
through. “I don’t care. I’ll work a pole before I do another shift in this shithole.”

Mick steps backward like he’s been slapped. Duncan reaches for my arm but I back away. “An
syou...You can fuck off too. If I ever see you again it’ll be too soon. You can shove that spatula up you

2

. “What seems to be the problem in here?”
I turn to see Austin, larger than life and so sternly attractive I almost laugh again. “What are yor
adoing here?”
“Things aren’t going so well in the restaurant and you vanished, so I thought I’d come and check 1
out.”
“There’s no problem,” Duncan snaps. “Get the fuck out of the kitchen. Staff only.”
> Austin looks at me. “What’s wrong, Jessica?”

1  Iswallow, then realise I don’t have a single reason not to tell the truth. “We’re crazy short-staffe



and there’s no one coming to help. I’'m quitting. ’m not going to spend Christmas Eve getting yelled a
by customers.”

1 As if proving my point, the staff bell goes again, five impatient rings.

e “Isee.” Austin turns to Mick. “What are you doing about this?”

Duncan heaves an angry laugh. “How is it any of your business, mate? Mick, tell him it’s none o

uhis business.”

e Mick ignores him in favor of giving Austin a helpless look. “What can I do? Jessica’s made y
her mind and my other trainee just buggered off. It’s Christmas Eve. We can’t get another waitress 1
this late.”

¢ Austin nods slowly then pulls off his suit jacket and folds it over his arm.

“What are you doing?” I ask, nervous he’s about to ask Mick or Duncan or both to head outsid

eand fight this out. But Austin just grins. “I’m helping. Got any spare aprons?”

>  We all gape at him, equally unsure if we’re picking up what he’s putting down. I recover first
“You can’t help us on the floor.”

Austin unbuttons his right shirt cuff, rolling it up to his wrist. “Why not? I waited tables 1
college. I can’t imagine it’s too different here. I’ll put in a few hours, cover the dinner service, an
then we’ll have a discussion about what to do next.”

- Ilook at Mick and see he’s seriously considering it. “Mick you can’t.”

D  Austin straightens up. “Mick, trust me, this 1s good. My father wanted to find out the inne

sworkings of the restaurant, what better way than this? Okay, Jessica, show me the ropes.”

k  Warmth spreads through my middle, a warmth I know is well and truly premature. “You can’t b
serious?”

His eyes twinkle at me. “I am, I think—"

e “You can’t do this,” Duncan interrupts. “Occupational health and safety and all that. You need t

dget out of here, mate.”

1 Austin gives him a pitying look. “My family just bought into this business, so if you’re in any wa;
interested in keepin’ your job, I’d suggest shutting the fuck up.”

y  The statement hangs in the air like diamond baubles and again I want to laugh. Probabl
hysterically, but still. Kenna bursts through the staff door, rescuing me for the second time.

> “Jessica, you need to come out here,” she begs. “Everyone is going nuts.”

s Austin and I look at each other and head for the door.

“Wait,” Mick says. “Are you still quitting?”

I shrug. “Probably. But I’'m not going to bail on Sara and Kenna. I’ll show Austin what to do.”

The crowd at the bar is three deep. I tackle the orders while Austin follows Kenna to her tables
Over the next half hour, I witness him taking orders on a spare notepad and clearing plates with ease
When he returns to punch in the food for table two, I put a hand on his arm, ignoring the swell o

umuscle and the swoop of my anxious heart. ““You don’t need to do this.”

“I know I don’t. What’s the button for chicken cacciatore?”

t  Ishow him. “Seriously, don’t you care what your friends think about you being here?”

“No. They think 1t’s hilarious, see?”” he gives his friends a wave and they all wave back, big grin
on their faces.

“What do you need me to do next, boss?”’

1 Warmth, so much fluttery lovely warmth courses through me that I think I’m going to drown.



t  “Are you seriously doing hospitality work to impress me?”
“I am,” Austin says brightly. “I also dragged all my friends here tonight hoping to show you I'm:
good and sociable person and to ask you out again. Is any of it working?”
I’ve never wanted to kiss someone more. I bit my lower lip to keep it in as I pull out my notepar
fand hand it over. “I’ll handle the bar, table three and seven need drink orders taken. Report back 1
five.”
> He gives me a salute. “Whatever you say, ma’am.”
n

(¢}

o



“Are you seriously doing hospitality work to impress me?”’

“I am,” Austin says brightly. “I also dragged all my friends here tonight hoping to show you I’'m a
good and sociable person and to ask you out again. Is any of it working?”

I’ve never wanted to kiss someone more. I bit my lower lip to keep it in as I pull out my notepad
and hand it over. “I’ll handle the bar, table three and seven need drink orders taken. Report back in
five.”

He gives me a salute. “Whatever you say, ma’am.”



CHAPTER SIX

AusTiN anD 1 leave the function center at ten-thirty, the earliest ’ve ever left a restaurant shift. Th
night air is warm and slightly damp, like the moment you step out of a bath. My handbag is full o
cash. Austin’s friends kept shoving money in my apron, ten and twenty dollar notes they refused t
take back.

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Lady Red-Nails, whose name 1s Aubrey, said. “I can’t believe you have t
work on Christmas Eve!”

“It’s not too bad,” I told her and for the first time I meant it. My shift was actually fun. Austin dic
the work of three people, smiling and pulling perfect pints of beer and carrying three plates at onc
like a pro. I don’t know where he waited tables at university but they’d trained the hell out of hinr
Though they do always say Americans give the best service.

“How are you feeling?” Austin asks me as we dawdle from the entrance to the car park.

“Good. Unsure of what just happened, but good. Did you actually threaten to kick Duncan’s as
when I came in with those dessert plates. Or was I imagining things?”

He shrugs. “We might have exchanged words.”

“About what?”

“You and your right to work in a place without being sneered at by a forty-year-old neckbeard.”

I laugh. “Did you now?”

“Yeah, I’'m not sure if you’re still thinking of quitting, but on the off chance you’re stayin’ I though
it would be in everyone’s best interest to put the fear of God into that asshole.”

I give him a small curtsy. “Thanks. I’m not sure if I’m going to stay or not, but thank you.”

“No problem. You know that once my father and Mick make things official there will be some bi;
changes at the Diamond Hill Country Club and Function Center.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yup. A new manager, a total review of working hours, and staff hiring. Probably a pay raise fo
those people who stick around to train new employees.”

I turn away so he can’t see me smile. “That could be good. Not that I’'m staying, but if I do, 1
would help to make a little more cash while I finish up at uni.”

“Of course.” Austin clears his throat. “So, coworker; can I give you a lift home?”

“One shift and we’re coworkers, huh?”

“I thought so.” Austin scratches his head. “Hang on, wait...didn’t you get fired?”

I swat his arm. “No, I didn’t, I threatened to quit, and now that I think about it. I don’t think
should be fraternizing with upper management. It’s not a good look.”

“It 1sn’t?” Austin’s voice is light, but I can hear the nerves beneath it. I take a deep breath an
slide my hand into his. “On second thoughts, kissing my boss might be hot.”

His face almost splits in half with smiling. “Glad to hear it.”

Kissing him is exactly as sweet as I remember. Our lips seem to meld as we transmute days o
longing and confusion into the simple bliss of being together. We kiss until a group of drunken wome:
walk past whooping and cheering and loudly lamenting their own lack of romance.
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“Should we get out of here?” Austin whispers in my ear. “Hit up a bar or a restaurant that isn’
this restaurant?”

I consider his suggestion. I think about all the unwrapped presents on my bed. I know it’ll wait
it’s one of those nights where I could roll in without any sleep and still be fine in the morning. M
mum and Tansy don’t need me. I'm free. “I could use a shower, is there one back at your place?”

“You’ll be surprised to know there is!” His hand tightens on mine. “Are you sure?”

I look up at him, the solid planes of his face, those warm, kind eyes. “I’ve never been so sure o
anything. Besides, it’s almost Christmas, don’t I deserve something nice?”

He raises my hand and kisses my fingers. “Everything nice.”

SR
How to have a relationship with Jessica Rommely

1. Always let her know when I’m going to visit her at work. She’s proud and she likes to be
wearing lipstick and a clean shirt when she sees me, even though I think she looks beautiful
with bare lips and gravy stains on her chest.

2. Don’t push her to meet her mother or sister in a few weeks they’ll insist on meeting you and
then you can show up at their house with flowers and a pecan pie and become one of their
favourite people.

3. Help her study for her exams, mostly by bringing her small glasses of Sauvignon Blanc and
seducing her whenever she starts to look too stressed.

4. Keep the good vibrations coming. Constantly.
5. Wait six months to tell her you love her, then tell her every single day.

S
How to have a relationship with Austin Delaney-Ford

1. How do you not have a relationship with Austin Delaney-Ford?

R

Thank you for reading Dysfunctional by Eve Dangerfield! Want more steamy romance? Be sure to
read BEGIN AGAIN AGAIN.
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CHAPTER ONE

“T'ras 15 Gonna be great.”

I looked over at my sister, Dorothy, feeling my eyes narrow. She wasn’t watching me, but her gru
spread, and I knew she could tell I wasn’t sharing the same sentiments as her.

“Yeah, this will be a blast,” I muttered with all the sarcasm I felt and looked out the passenge
side window.

We were entering the small Vermont town of Candied. It was a picturesque little town, somethin,
you’d see in a Hallmark movie or on a postcard. And why were we driving five hours, crossing stat
lines right before a winter storm? All because my sister met a man—on one of those dating apps—
and he’d talked her into coming up for Candied’s Annual Maple Festival.

No way was [ about to let my younger sister travel alone to meet some random guy. So here I was
suffering in silence, or as silent as [ was.

“If we get stuck in this town because of the snowstorm, I’'m never gonna let you live this shi
down, Dorothy.”

Dorothy sighed, but it was one filled with pleasure. “I hope we get stuck.”

I snapped my head in her direction and narrowed my eyes. She looked at me for just a second, :
smirk covering her lips.

“Can you just imagine being stuck in a perfect little town like this? Even the name 1s too freakin;
cute.”

“It’s nauseating,” I shot back.

“It beats the hell out of the city, am I right?”

I rested my head back on the seat and didn’t respond. She had a point, to an extent, but that didn’
mean | wanted to get stranded in Candied, Vermont, during a snowstorm while my sister most likel
shacked up with some maple-tapping lumberjack.

“Just the thought of this town gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

She snorted and shook her head. ““You not only exaggerate about everything, but you’re also th
damn Grinch during the holidays.”

I couldn’t argue with that. The holidays had never been my thing. I didn’t mind Halloween, bu
probably because it wasn’t cutesy and filled with love and all that bullshit. Valentine’s Day
Christmas? I internally cringed. My sister and parents liked to give me a hard time, because I was no
only antisocial, but I also didn’t really do the whole affection thing.

But I was fine with that. It’s who I had always been. My mother said I just hadn’t found the rigt
person to break through that icy exterior. I didn’t think anybody would put up with my lack of... al
that was affectionate and lovey-dovey.

But I guess if I did find a man who could put up with my lack of enjoying that sickeningly swee
shit, then he’d be a keeper.

Or maybe he’d convert me.

An hour later, we were finally entering Candied, Vermont. I expected a holiday-ish feel from th
town, especially this time of year and of course their name; but what I wasn’t prepared for was th



fact that 1t looked like all things Christmas had thrown up right in the center of town.

The street lights were decorated to resemble candy canes, and snowflakes were strung betwee
them. Every window of every business that was on either side of us was decorated so heavily wit
the holiday theme I could practically hear Santa ho-ho-hoing his ass along, smell sugar cookies in th
oven, and taste the peppermint on my tongue.

It was enough to make me gag.

n  “Oh my God, Dorothy,” I muttered under my breath as I stared out the passenger side window
“What the hell have I let you talk me into?”
r  Dorothy was all animated, sitting beside me, nearly bouncing on the seat. I glanced at her an
rolled my eyes for what felt like the hundredth time during this trip. She wore a huge grin, and he
geyes were wide as she looked around.
e “Ohmy God, Penny. This is incredible.”
- Iclosed my eyes and rested my head back on the seat, letting out an exaggerated sigh. “You ow:
me bigtime for coming with you.”
“I owe you the biggest of the biggest,” she said with so much glee in her voice I couldn’t help bu
chuckle.
t  “You’re so ridiculous.” I opened my eyes and smiled at her. I did like seeing her happy. [ may’v:
been a Grinch, but seeing my little sister smiling that big made me feel good.

Of course she would find this the most incredible experience of her life. But right now, I was 1

athe seventh circle of hell.
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fact that 1t looked like all things Christmas had thrown up right in the center of town.

The street lights were decorated to resemble candy canes, and snowflakes were strung between
them. Every window of every business that was on either side of us was decorated so heavily with
the holiday theme I could practically hear Santa ho-ho-hoing his ass along, smell sugar cookies in the
oven, and taste the peppermint on my tongue.

It was enough to make me gag.

“Oh my God, Dorothy,” I muttered under my breath as I stared out the passenger side window.
“What the hell have I let you talk me into?”

Dorothy was all animated, sitting beside me, nearly bouncing on the seat. I glanced at her and
rolled my eyes for what felt like the hundredth time during this trip. She wore a huge grin, and her
eyes were wide as she looked around.

“Oh my God, Penny. This is incredible.”

I closed my eyes and rested my head back on the seat, letting out an exaggerated sigh. ““You owe
me bigtime for coming with you.”

“I owe you the biggest of the biggest,” she said with so much glee in her voice I couldn’t help but
chuckle.

“You’re so ridiculous.” I opened my eyes and smiled at her. I did like seeing her happy. I may’ve
been a Grinch, but seeing my little sister smiling that big made me feel good.

Of course she would find this the most incredible experience of her life. But right now, I was in
the seventh circle of hell.



CHAPTER TWO

My sister PULLED into the parking lot of the small bed and breakfast we’d be staying at for the nex
couple of days, and although it was just a weekend trip, I felt like I’d be here for an eternity.

There was a light flurry of snow that wrapped around me as soon as I got out of the car, and th
bite in the air was enough to have me catching my breath and chills racing up my arms and legs.
could practically smell the storm coming and prayed that we’d at least make it out of this town befor:
it hit full-on.

After grabbing my overnight bag, I followed Dorothy inside. The interior was decorated as 1
elves had come down from the North Pole and pissed their festivities all over the place. Maybe [ wa
exaggerating in my description, but it felt pretty accurate to me.

Probably only to me though.

As Dorothy checked us in, I looked around the front office. It was quaint, with a classic bed-and
breakfast feel to it. There were pictures on the walls of what I assumed were from the festival fror
prior years, as well as local businesses when they’d had their grand openings.

I kept looking at each one, the pictures seeming to be in chronological order. I stopped at the las
one, showing the woman behind the front desk standing with two men. She stood in between them, as
arm wrapped around each of their waists.

The three of them stood in front of a storefront with a big Grand Opening ribbon strung in th
window. The one on the left wasn’t as muscular and wore a boyish expression on his face.
wondered why he looked so familiar. It was then I realized it was the guy Dorothy was supposed t
meet while we were here.

But the other man—the one who was tall and wide, muscular, and screamed male—had an air o
experience surrounding him that I could practically feel even through the picture. He was broad, witl
wide shoulders and thickly muscled biceps. He stared at the camera with just a hint of a smirk playin;
across his face.

My insides clenched painfully as I stared at him. Arousal so strong lit me up from the inside oul
and I squeezed my thighs together to try to stem off that insatiable need. It was primal and raw. It wa
the kind of need a female got when she saw a powerful male and wanted him to claim her.

God, I'm losing my damn mind.

“Are you two here for the annual festival?” The lady behind the front desk sounded just a
animated as my sister had been, and I tore my gaze from the picture to face her.

She looked like she belonged as one of Santa’s helpers, or maybe Mrs. Claus herself. Her gray
and-white-streaked hair hung loose around her shoulders, but she’d teased the hell out of it. He
makeup was thick, her eyes having a light-green hue, her cheeks over-blushed, and her lips red like :
candy apple.

Her sweater was red, with tinselly looking threads woven throughout it. Her earrings looked lik
Christmas balls, shiny, bright, and green. And the scarf she wore had candy canes printed all aroun
it.

I knew I was going to throw up several times in my mouth being in this town. They took it to th



extreme.

She noticed I’d been focused on the picture, and her smile brightened. “Have you visited th
Sugar Shack?” At my blank stare, she gestured to the picture I’d been staring at.

I glanced over my shoulder, acting like I was seeing what she meant, when I damn well knew. ]
was just an excuse to look at Mr. Hot and Sexy Lumberjack again.

t  Dorothy came up to stand beside me, and I heard her sharp intake of breath when she clearly sav
the guy in the picture was who she was hooking up with while here.

e “Ohmy God, it’s him, Penny.”

I  “You guys haven’t swung by the Sugar Shack yet?”” The front desk attendant sounded shocked, lik

ewe committed some sin by not stopping.

I looked over my shoulder when I heard her shuffle toward us. She wore this huge grin as sh
fstared at the picture.

s  “Those are the Wyatt brothers. That’s Henry, the youngest.” She pointed to the man my sister wa
probably going to let bone her this weekend. “And that’s Charlie, his older brother. They opened u
the Sugar Shack a couple years ago. They specialize in all things maple related. Handmade soaps

-syrups, candies, even body lotions.” She shook her head, that grin still in place. “They mak

neverything themselves. They’re famous in town and a bit with visitors.”

[ stared at the other man.

t  Charlie.

n My insides clenched once more, and my mouth had gone dry, my pulse picking up. Never in m
life had I felt this way, especially not over just the image of a man.

e “This was a couple of years ago,” she said and pointed to the Grand Opening sign in the picture

[“Here,” she added before hastily shuffling back toward the front desk.

>  She started rustling around a stack of paperwork before pulling out two small squares of wha
looked like cardstock. When she handed them over, I looked down at what were clearly coupons. On

fwas for half off any one item, and the other was for a free Wyatt Brothers Signature Maple and Brow:

hSugar Mini Muffin.

g “Thanks,” Dorothy said excitedly as she snatched the coupons from my hands and started fannin,
herself with them.

.,  “Are you guys this enthusiastic every year?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking, and whe

sDorothy snapped her head in my direction and glowered at me, I just shrugged.

[ was genuinely curious if this was the norm for them. The front desk lady, who I still had no 1de:
what her name was, beamed as if she were proud of me taking notice of that.

s  “Yes, ma’am,” she said excitedly. “We plan all year for this festival. Tourism increases ever
single year.”

- Inodded slowly. Great.

r  “We are so excited to be here to experience it,” Dorothy replied with a huge grin. I couldn’t hel;

abut chuckle. My sister was loving it, and I couldn’t begrudge her for that.
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extreme.

She noticed I’d been focused on the picture, and her smile brightened. “Have you visited the
Sugar Shack?” At my blank stare, she gestured to the picture I’d been staring at.

I glanced over my shoulder, acting like I was seeing what she meant, when I damn well knew. It
was just an excuse to look at Mr. Hot and Sexy Lumberjack again.

Dorothy came up to stand beside me, and I heard her sharp intake of breath when she clearly saw
the guy in the picture was who she was hooking up with while here.

“Oh my God, it’s him, Penny.”

“You guys haven’t swung by the Sugar Shack yet?”” The front desk attendant sounded shocked, like
we committed some sin by not stopping.

I looked over my shoulder when I heard her shuffle toward us. She wore this huge grin as she
stared at the picture.

“Those are the Wyatt brothers. That’s Henry, the youngest.” She pointed to the man my sister was
probably going to let bone her this weekend. “And that’s Charlie, his older brother. They opened up
the Sugar Shack a couple years ago. They specialize in all things maple related. Handmade soaps,
syrups, candies, even body lotions.” She shook her head, that grin still in place. “They make
everything themselves. They’re famous in town and a bit with visitors.”

I stared at the other man.

Charlie.

My 1insides clenched once more, and my mouth had gone dry, my pulse picking up. Never in my
life had I felt this way, especially not over just the image of a man.

“This was a couple of years ago,” she said and pointed to the Grand Opening sign in the picture.
“Here,” she added before hastily shuffling back toward the front desk.

She started rustling around a stack of paperwork before pulling out two small squares of what
looked like cardstock. When she handed them over, I looked down at what were clearly coupons. One
was for half off any one item, and the other was for a free Wyatt Brothers Signature Maple and Brown
Sugar Minmi Muffin.

“Thanks,” Dorothy said excitedly as she snatched the coupons from my hands and started fanning
herself with them.

“Are you guys this enthusiastic every year?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking, and when
Dorothy snapped her head in my direction and glowered at me, I just shrugged.

I was genuinely curious if this was the norm for them. The front desk lady, who I still had no idea
what her name was, beamed as if she were proud of me taking notice of that.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said excitedly. “We plan all year for this festival. Tourism increases every
single year.”

I nodded slowly. Great.

“We are so excited to be here to experience it,” Dorothy replied with a huge grin. I couldn’t help
but chuckle. My sister was loving it, and I couldn’t begrudge her for that.



CHAPTER THREE

AFrTer we were all checked in and shown to our rooms—plural, because I sure as hell didn’t want t
interfere with whatever sex plans Dorothy had this weekend—I set my bag on the bed and took :
shower right away. [ was still chilled from the short walk from the car to the B&B, and it felt like thi
place didn’t want to go above sixty-five degrees.

After I stood in the scolding hot spray of water for longer than I probably should’ve, I dried ofl
dressed, and used the complementary blow dryer on my golden-brown locks. I slathered on somy
moisturizer, spread some Chapstick on my lips, and then just looked at my reflection in the bathroor
mirror. I didn’t think of bringing my straightener, so my hair had a slight wave to it despite using :
brush and blow dryer to try to tame it.

I sighed and shook my head. “She’s a grown-ass adult,” I said to my reflection. “She can handl
herself.”

I shouldn’t have come; I knew that. My little sister wasn’t so little anymore. At twenty-three
which was five years younger than I was, she had a good head on her shoulders, plans for the future
and didn’t make life-changing mistakes.

Unlike me, who hadn’t finished college because it just wasn’t for me, was currently a waitress a
a little mom-and-pop restaurant back in the city, and had no friends really and certainly no lovt
interest.

“Twenty-eight, and what do I have going for me?” I lifted an eyebrow at my reflection, like it wa
going to respond back. “A whole lot of nothing but a grouchy attitude, and forcing myself on my bab:
sister’s weekend sex trip, because I’m too protective of her.”

I sat on the bed and looked around. The room was cute and quaint, with an overabundance of :
flower theme going on. Like everywhere. And it was the flower design you’d find in the *90s at you
grandma’s house—all pinks, tans, and burgundy shades with bursting blooms.

What have I agreed to?

I let myself fall back on the bed and closed my eyes. It was only when I heard knocking at m
door that I sat up, realizing I’d fallen asleep.

“Penny?” Dorothy called through the closed door, and I rubbed my eyes before standing an
opening it, staring at her clearly dressed to go out in the frigid weather. She eyed me up and down, he
eyebrow lifting as she took note that I was not ready for what she had planned.

“What?”

She let out an exaggerated sigh. “So, you wanted to come with me to check out this guy fo
yourself, but you’ve been napping?”

I shrugged. “I’m tired from the trip.”

She rolled her eyes, but after a moment, I could see her starting to become excited. “He called me
Penny. We made plans for tonight. Dinner.”

Great.

I nodded. “Okay, well, I’'1l go but take a different table.”

She scowled and shook her head. “Um. No.”
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It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “D, I’'m not letting you meet some guy alone—"

“It’s a very public restaurant, Penny.”

Oh. Yeah. Good point.

“But...” she trailed off, and I waited for her to drop whatever bombs she was about to tell me. “
kind of told him my sister came with me.”

“Okay.” I let that one word hang between us.

“My very single sister.”

I closed my eyes and groaned, because I knew exactly where this was going.



It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “D, I’'m not letting you meet some guy alone—"
“It’s a very public restaurant, Penny.”
Oh. Yeah. Good point.

“But...” she trailed off, and I waited for her to drop whatever bombs she was about to tell me. “I
kind of told him my sister came with me.”

“Okay.” I let that one word hang between us.

“My very single sister.”

I closed my eyes and groaned, because I knew exactly where this was going.



CHAPTER FOUR

I stie couton’t believe I'd let Dorothy talk me into this, but as I sat at the table staring across at he
and Henry, the attraction they clearly had for each other strong enough they couldn’t keep their hand
off the other, I knew I couldn’t blame her wholly.

I wanted to meet Charlie, to see if my heart stopped and restarted when I saw him in the flesh lik
it had seeing the picture.

The very idea of me having a blind date sprung on me—although, was it really a blind date if
knew what the guy looked like—should have been abhorrent to me, especially where it concerned m
sister as the matchmaker.

But the prospect of seeing Charlie in person had my entire body lit up like I’d been set on fire.

In the picture, he seemed so big and rugged, so manly and strong. Maybe in real life it was th
complete opposite, or at the very least not so intense?

I prayed so, for the sake of my libido.

But the longer I sat here listening to my sister giggle at whatever Henry just whispered in her eai
it made me want to excuse myself for the rest of the night.

And then Henry glanced up and lifted his hand to motion someone over, a big smile spreadin,
across his face. Charlie had to be over six and a half feet tall, looking like he could crush bone in th
palm of his hand.

Every part of me tingled and came alive, as if my body knew this was a real man... all male. |
felt primal, instant in my need to mate with him.

It was insane. I was crazy.

I squeezed my thighs together, my sex clenching almost painfully. I was very aware of how har
my nipples instantly became, digging against the material of my shirt. My breath moved in and out o
my mouth faster and harder the closer he walked toward us.

His thighs were as thick as tree trunks, the dark denim that covered them not hiding the shee
power of those limbs. The black jacket he wore was left unzipped, showcasing the gray shir
underneath. And that gray shirt didn’t hide how defined and hard I knew he was underneath.

I let my gaze travel right on down to the very defined, very big bulge at the front of his pants. Hell
the denim could barely contain all that cock.

[ felt like my mouth was hanging open as I stared at him as he came forward. It was then I saw 4
watched me, his deep-blue eyes locked on mine. My cheeks were on fire as I realized he caught m
checking him out... staring at his dick bulge.

And then he was sitting next to me, his thick arm brushing against mine. I felt like I was starstruc!
as I craned my neck back to look into his face. He made me feel so... small.

Henry introduced Charlie to everyone, and I shifted slightly in the chair so I could smile up a
him, but my heart lurched in my chest at the dark desire I clearly saw reflected in Charlie’s eyes
There was no denying it. It was the same look I’m sure [ wore.

I held out my hand on instinct, which I felt shaking slightly from the adrenaline mixing in m
blood. And when he took my much smaller one in his massive palm, I felt liquid fire pool between m



thighs. My clit throbbed in time with my pulse. Hell, that bundle of nerves had its own damn heartbea
right now.

The air left me violently, and I quickly snatched my hand back and tucked it under the table in m
lap. I snapped my head in Dorothy’s direction, fearing they’d seen my reaction to Charlie. But the:
were too engrossed in their own conversation, with the little touches they gave each other, with th

rbreathy whispers they passed between them.
s  They didn’t notice shit. Thank God.

Maybe Charlie hadn’t noticed my instant reaction to him. But when I chanced a glance at him, tha

shopefulness died. He wore an expression of sensual wickedness.

Oh, he’d noticed the effect he had on me.

I Icould see that in the way he looked at me. I could see it in the way he wore that expression, hov
yhis jaw worked under his scruff as if he couldn’t control himself either.

I had absolutely no idea what was going on, why I felt like this, but what I did know was that
didn’t want to ignore it. [ wanted to explore it.

e Henry started talking about the Sugar Shack, how they started it, the history behind it. As much a
I wanted to act like I was interested, listen, I couldn’t focus on anything but the feel of Charlie rigt
next to me.

I swear he kept his forearm and thigh pressed to mine purposely. It was like he enjoyed makin,
me feel on edge, knowing he affected me so profoundly I couldn’t breathe.

I was slowly dying of arousal, but God, what a way to go.
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thighs. My clit throbbed in time with my pulse. Hell, that bundle of nerves had its own damn heartbeat
right now.

The air left me violently, and I quickly snatched my hand back and tucked it under the table in my
lap. I snapped my head in Dorothy’s direction, fearing they’d seen my reaction to Charlie. But they
were too engrossed in their own conversation, with the little touches they gave each other, with the
breathy whispers they passed between them.

They didn’t notice shit. Thank God.

Maybe Charlie hadn’t noticed my instant reaction to him. But when I chanced a glance at him, that
hopefulness died. He wore an expression of sensual wickedness.

Oh, he’d noticed the effect he had on me.

I could see that in the way he looked at me. I could see it in the way he wore that expression, how
his jaw worked under his scruff as if he couldn’t control himself either.

I had absolutely no idea what was going on, why I felt like this, but what I did know was that I
didn’t want to i1gnore it. [ wanted to explore it.

Henry started talking about the Sugar Shack, how they started it, the history behind it. As much as
I wanted to act like I was interested, listen, I couldn’t focus on anything but the feel of Charlie right
next to me.

I swear he kept his forearm and thigh pressed to mine purposely. It was like he enjoyed making
me feel on edge, knowing he affected me so profoundly I couldn’t breathe.

I was slowly dying of arousal, but God, what a way to go.



CHAPTER FIVE

F or tHE NEXT hour, it was Henry and Dorothy who did all the talking. We ate... and I drank. I neede:
the alcohol to get through this, hoping it would tame this incessant arousal burning inside me. It ha
been a damn mistake.

It made me hotter, needing Charlie more.

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to picturing what it would be like to have him take me. He was jus
so big and strong that I imagined being under him as he braced his forearms on either side of my head
as he thrust those no doubt massive inches into my wet, willing body.

And God, I’d be so wet. Soaked.

“Are you sure you're okay with us going to catch a movie?” Dorothy asked after we’d bee
finished with dinner for about twenty minutes.

She wore a smile on her face, a grin that told me she wouldn’t care if I was or wasn’t okay wit
it. She’d go regardless.

I held up my third “Santa’s Little Helper,” tilting the fancy-looking adult beverage in her directior
before bringing it to my mouth and taking a long sip. “I think we’ll manage,” I said and grinned up a
Charlie, who said nothing but stared at me intently.

He watched me how a lion watched a gazelle before he attacked it.

My throat tightened at the look he gave me. He’d worn it the entire dinner, only really speakin,
when asked a direct question. But the majority of the time? He looked at me.

God, my body was positively zinging with electricity at his close proximity. My lips and tongu
were numb from the alcohol, and the buzz moving through my veins had a slow, what I knew was :
sensual, smile playing across my face.

“Text me when you’re back at the room.”

I snapped my head in Dorothy’s direction and felt myself automatically nod. “Text me whe
you’re leaving,” I said back.

She smiled, nodded, and stood, and after Henry helped her with her jacket, she came over to m
and leaned in close to whisper, “I have every intention of going back to his place, Penny, if you knov
what | mean.”

I scrunched up my face in disgust and looked at her as she pulled back, that mischievous smil
still on her face. Dorothy might’ve been an adult, but she was still my little sister, and the very though
of her doing that grossed me out.

And then they were gone, leaving Charlie and me alone. I didn’t waste a second in ordering on
more holiday-themed drink. I needed the alcohol to get through this, because I was very aware of him

The size of his body. The warmth coming from him. The smell of his cologne. The feel of his arr
pressed to mine, of his thighs parallel with mine.

I was hot and ready, primed and wet, and the more I felt that liquid courage wash through me, th
more [ wanted to throw caution to the wind and just tell Charlie to take me somewhere, anywhere, s
he could relieve this ache.

He shifted in the seat, and I noticed it was so he could look at me better.



“You don’t talk much,” I said, my cheeks hot from the alcohol, and no doubt red. My face alway
flamed when I drank, a sure sign I was feeling good. “Or drink much either,” I murmured. He stil
didn’t say anything, but I noticed him looking at my lips then dragging his eyes up to mine befor:
lowering them back to my lips.

I licked them on instinct. He watched the act, and I swore he groaned, swore his pupils dilated.

1  This was insane. I didn’t know this man from Adam, yet the instant attraction, the lust at first sight
iwas so strong and potent that I didn’t want to deny it.

He just seemed so... animalistic.

And when he leaned in close, so close I felt his warm breath move across my lips, I tried to forc
itmyself not to shiver. I failed, of course.

,  “What are your plans tonight, Penny?”
The way he said my name was filled with possessiveness. I didn’t even know that was possible
but hell, he said it like it was his, like he owned every part of it.
n “Myplans?” I whispered then cleared my throat and smoothed my hands over my thighs.

He nodded slowly, his gaze bouncing between my lips and eyes.

h  “I—I don’t know. I don’t really have plans,” I lied. Well, it wasn’t a lie. My plan had been to g
back to my room after buying enough junk food from the little store by the motel, popping on som

nsappy romcom, and vegging out until I could get out of Candied. He didn’t need to know m

tdepressing details though, and the longer I looked him, the more I didn’t want to be alone... if you ge
my drift. “What are your plans?” I asked back.

He was silent for a moment but then leaned back, allowing me to suck in a lungful of air. “Do yor
gwant to know what I planned on doing, or what I want to do instead?”

God, the desire and the promise laced in those words were my undoing. I’d never been wantor
enever been bold. I didn’t go home with men, especially not ones I just met. But I’d also never felt thi
aconnection, this arousal. It was insane, but it made me hungry and thirsty. I was starving. I wa

parched.

And I had a feeling the only antidote for those kinds of needs was the man right in front of me.

n And so I nodded slowly. My lips felt swollen, the blood rising below the surface of my skin. The:
were probably red as hell, because I kept biting at them, pulling at the flesh.

e “I think what you and I want to do are on the same level, wouldn’t you say?”

v Inodded again. “You feel it?”

God, I’d really asked that, said it out loud. I could have kicked myself, but when he let out a lov
sgrowl, I sucked in another breath.

t  He leaned in close again. “I fucking feel it, Penny.”

What in the hell was I doing?
¢ Throwing caution to the wind? About to agree to let this mountain man fuck me every—any—wa
.he saw fit?

n  And as I stared into his blue eyes, the answer was simple.

I sure as hell was. I only lived once and was only in town for the weekend. Why not go balls t
athe wall?
d



“You don’t talk much,” I said, my cheeks hot from the alcohol, and no doubt red. My face always
flamed when I drank, a sure sign I was feeling good. “Or drink much either,” I murmured. He still
didn’t say anything, but I noticed him looking at my lips then dragging his eyes up to mine before
lowering them back to my lips.

I licked them on instinct. He watched the act, and I swore he groaned, swore his pupils dilated.

This was insane. I didn’t know this man from Adam, yet the instant attraction, the lust at first sight,
was so strong and potent that I didn’t want to deny it.

He just seemed so... animalistic.

And when he leaned in close, so close I felt his warm breath move across my lips, I tried to force
myself not to shiver. I failed, of course.

“What are your plans tonight, Penny?”

The way he said my name was filled with possessiveness. I didn’t even know that was possible,
but hell, he said it like it was his, like he owned every part of it.

“My plans?” I whispered then cleared my throat and smoothed my hands over my thighs.

He nodded slowly, his gaze bouncing between my lips and eyes.

“I—I don’t know. I don’t really have plans,” I lied. Well, it wasn’t a lie. My plan had been to go
back to my room after buying enough junk food from the little store by the motel, popping on some
sappy romcom, and vegging out until I could get out of Candied. He didn’t need to know my
depressing details though, and the longer I looked him, the more I didn’t want to be alone... if you get
my drift. “What are your plans?” I asked back.

He was silent for a moment but then leaned back, allowing me to suck in a lungful of air. “Do you
want to know what I planned on doing, or what I want to do instead?”

God, the desire and the promise laced in those words were my undoing. I’d never been wanton,
never been bold. I didn’t go home with men, especially not ones I just met. But I’d also never felt this
connection, this arousal. It was insane, but it made me hungry and thirsty. I was starving. I was
parched.

And I had a feeling the only antidote for those kinds of needs was the man right in front of me.

And so I nodded slowly. My lips felt swollen, the blood rising below the surface of my skin. They
were probably red as hell, because I kept biting at them, pulling at the flesh.

“I think what you and I want to do are on the same level, wouldn’t you say?”

I nodded again. “You feel 1t?”

God, I’d really asked that, said it out loud. I could have kicked myself, but when he let out a low
growl, I sucked in another breath.

He leaned in close again. “I fucking feel it, Penny.”

What in the hell was I doing?

Throwing caution to the wind? About to agree to let this mountain man fuck me every—any—way
he saw fit?

And as [ stared into his blue eyes, the answer was simple.

I sure as hell was. I only lived once and was only in town for the weekend. Why not go balls to
the wall?



CHAPTER SIX

I was prunk. Well, not drunk-drunk, as in I didn’t know what I was doing or who I was going to do 1
with. But buzzed enough that this wild energy hummed through me.

Charlie had held my hand in a vice-like grip as he led me out of the restaurant and to his dar]
SUV, which was parked right in front of the establishment. Then, once we were both inside th
vehicle, the heater blasting to stem off the chill in the air, he’d grabbed my hand again and hadn’t let 1
go until we were in his house.

And that’s where I was now, standing in his bedroom, looking at him, at all the raw, very mal
power that spilled from him like gasoline onto a fire.

I thought about dinner, how I felt when I sat next to him, how I’d been wet, ready, and the small
innocent touches had only whet my appetite, made me greedy for more.

I’d consumed far more alcohol than I normally did, and he hadn’t drunk a drop of booze, jus
water, as I felt his eyes on me the entire time. In fact, I don’t think he stopped looking at me until w:
were in the car and he had to focus on driving.

This is crazy. This is so damn senseless... yet I've never felt anything more perfect.

“Is this what you want?” he asked in that deep voice that sounded so very raw, so very male. “Ar
I what you want?”

I licked my lips and nodded, because frankly I didn’t think I could have formed a coherent wort
in that moment. My nipples were hard, pressing against my shirt. They ached, the mounds feelin;
heavy. I was wet—soaked, in fact. My panties were drenched, rubbing against the most intimate par
of my body.

“I’ve never done this,” I blurted out suddenly, wanting to make it known that I didn’t just go hom
with strangers and fuck them.

“Neither have I,” he responded deeply, darkly, and took a step toward me.

I couldn’t breathe. The air was so thick, so hot. I’d only gotten a quick glance at the exterior of hi
place before he pulled me inside.

Two-story log cabin.

A wraparound deck.

And the only holiday decoration he had was a small potted pine tree right by the front door. Hi
lack of holiday shit covering his place... turned me on.

Once inside, I’d only had a moment to glance around before we were all but hauling ass to hi
room.

His home was rustic, with exposed wooden beams on the ceiling, a massive fireplace, the kitche:
and huge living room all one room. I smelled pine. And lemon. And Aim.

But I didn’t come here to take inventory of his place. I'd come to let this very potent male fucl
me.

And the way he looked at me said he planned on doing just that.

“I’ve never had a one-night stand,” I said when he took another step toward me. He crowded me
All I smelled, felt, saw, heard was him.



God, he smelled incredible, like soap and pine and everything that made me feel like a female. H
was just so big, so tall and broad, muscular and powerful. I could imagine him out in the wood
wearing a flannel and holding an ax, about to chop down a tree so damn easily, as if he were breakin;
a toothpick in half.

I didn’t know him, which made this irrational, but at the same time, I felt like I’d known him m

twhole life. He ignited this fire inside me the likes of which I’d never experienced before.

The rational side of my brain said I needed to remember the whole stranger danger rule. Isn’t tha

kwhy I came here with Dorothy, to “save” her from something just like this happening?
e But then another side of me, the one that controlled the fact that I wanted him to fuck me so hard h
tmade me forget my own name, overrode everything else.

Neither of us said anything else for long seconds, but the intensity in his stare had me feelin

2dizzy, sick with my desire for him.

“Good,” he finally said, responding to my whole “I don’t do one-night stands” spiel.

A shiver raced up my spine at the way he looked at me, the way he checked me out. He raked hi
gaze over the entire length of my body, and I curled my hands into tight fists at my sides. I could fee
ithow hard my nipples were, and there was no doubt in my mind that he could see them pressing agains
othe material of my shirt, like tight little buds begging for his mouth.

“Good?” I asked softly.

“You won’t ever have another one.”

n [ felt my eyes widen at that declaration he let slide from his mouth like i1t was a sexual touch alon;
my body. Was he telling me I wouldn’t have another one, because he thought they were “bad,

iscolding me like I was a child? Or was he telling me I wouldn’t have another one, because if I'r

ggoing to be bouncing on dick, it’ll be only his?

t  The latter was obviously my fantasy, a ludicrous one at that, but right there at the forefront of m
mind nonetheless.

e I clenched my thighs together as I imagined doing just that, riding this big mountain man until
climaxed so hard I saw angels.

“What do you want?” He took another step toward me.

s  He knew exactly what [ wanted. I was here, in his room, wasn’t I?

Did he want me to go full-on raunchy, telling him I wanted to have his cock in my mouth so I coul
get it nice and hard, wet from my saliva, before he shoved it in deep? I’'m soaked as it is, but if he’
as big down there as the rest of his body, he’s going to have to really work to fit that glorious dick 1

smy pussy.

I was so aroused that all I wanted to do was tell him to rip off my clothes and fuck me raw.

swanted to be sore in the morning. I wanted to have trouble walking because he pounded into me like :
madman, like the only thing that mattered was finding his own release.

n He still didn’t speak, just watched me as he grabbed the bottom of that gray shirt that couldn’
hide all his male power. For a second, he didn’t move, but then he all but ripped it off over his head

ktossed it aside, and went for his jeans.

I swallowed the lump that suddenly lodged itself in my throat.

“Undress for me,” he demanded.

I found myself doing what he wanted without any hesitation. Who was I kidding? I was like :
horny teenager right now.

-9



e I was speechless, my throat tight, my mouth dry, as I stood there completely naked, watching as h

sslowly removed those jeans. And when they were off his glorious male body, my jaw went slack a

othe third fucking leg he sported between his thighs. The girth was as wide as my wrist, making m
insides seize up. [ didn’t know if I could take all of that, but I sure as fuck would try.

y  “You see what you do to me?”” he asked but didn’t elaborate, didn’t specify, and certainly didn
grab himself to make his point known.

t  ButI knew what he meant, and I nodded.

“How wet are you for me?”

I opened my mouth to tell him I was soaked, but a slow shake of his head stopped me.

“Run your fingers over your cunt and show me.”

g God.

A little moan left me as I followed his command. I slid my hand between my legs, running th

digits through my slit, moaning again at how good it felt. And when I held the fingers up, showing hir
show they glistened, a rough growl left him.

1 “Drenched” was all he said.

t  Before I knew what was going on, he was 1n front of me, his hands wrapped around my waist, hi
lips on mine. He was kissing me hungrily, like he’d been starved for me all damn night. I knew I’«
been that way for him.

He kissed me for so long my lips were pleasantly sore by the time he pulled away. He nuzzled m
eneck, licked and sucked at my flesh, and then he was lifting me easily and carrying me to the bed. Bu
“then he sat down, placed me on his lap chest-to-chest, and started kissing me again.

n  The position had my legs spread on either side of his body, my bare pussy grinding right over hi
hard cock.

y  He pulled back but kept our mouths only an inch apart. “I can smell how ready you are for me
how much you want this.” His words vibrated against my lips, and another low growl left him. “I ca;

Ismell your sweetness.” He ran his tongue over my lips, and I shuddered on top of him. “Ask me t

fuck you, Penny.”

God, did he really think I wouldn 't ask him? 1 wanted to beg him to work all that cock into m
pussy.
I found myself leaning in that last inch, our lips now touching, and said, “Fuck me, Charlie.”

b

(¢}

|72 B S5



I was speechless, my throat tight, my mouth dry, as I stood there completely naked, watching as he
slowly removed those jeans. And when they were off his glorious male body, my jaw went slack at
the third fucking leg he sported between his thighs. The girth was as wide as my wrist, making my
insides seize up. [ didn’t know if I could take all of that, but I sure as fuck would try.

“You see what you do to me?” he asked but didn’t elaborate, didn’t specify, and certainly didn’t
grab himself to make his point known.

But I knew what he meant, and I nodded.

“How wet are you for me?”

I opened my mouth to tell him [ was soaked, but a slow shake of his head stopped me.

“Run your fingers over your cunt and show me.”

God.

A little moan left me as I followed his command. I slid my hand between my legs, running the
digits through my slit, moaning again at how good it felt. And when I held the fingers up, showing him
how they glistened, a rough growl left him.

“Drenched” was all he said.

Before I knew what was going on, he was in front of me, his hands wrapped around my waist, his
lips on mine. He was kissing me hungrily, like he’d been starved for me all damn night. I knew I’d
been that way for him.

He kissed me for so long my lips were pleasantly sore by the time he pulled away. He nuzzled my
neck, licked and sucked at my flesh, and then he was lifting me easily and carrying me to the bed. But
then he sat down, placed me on his lap chest-to-chest, and started kissing me again.

The position had my legs spread on either side of his body, my bare pussy grinding right over his
hard cock.

He pulled back but kept our mouths only an inch apart. “I can smell how ready you are for me,
how much you want this.” His words vibrated against my lips, and another low growl left him. “I can
smell your sweetness.” He ran his tongue over my lips, and I shuddered on top of him. “Ask me to
fuck you, Penny.”

God, did he really think I wouldn 't ask him? I wanted to beg him to work all that cock into my
pussy.

I found myself leaning in that last inch, our lips now touching, and said, “Fuck me, Charlie.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

CrarLiE’s cock was so hard I swore I felt it jerk between us after I told him to fuck me.

Just the thought of having his massive dick all up inside me made me feel like this was my firs
time.

“Grab 1t,” he said huskily, and I didn’t even hesitate before I reached my hand between our bodie
and grabbed him. His entire body jerked at that first contact, and the harsh strain in his voice had m
pussy becoming impossibly wetter.

His cock was like velvet over steel, hot and thick in my grasp. Hell, my fingertips weren’t eve
able to touch because of his girth. I tipped my head slightly back and stared into his face, gauging hi
reaction. His body was so taut, his fingers digging painfully into my sides as if I was the only thin;
stabilizing him.

His eyes were hooded as he watched me. He looked a little bit drunk despite him not having :
drop at dinner. It was all because of me and the pleasure I was giving him right now.

That was one hell of a power trip for a girl.

“Go on,” he growled. “Stroke it.”

I started breathing harder, faster. He did as well.

“Do 1t.” Charlie’s voice got rougher, more demanding.

Shivers raced along my body at the tone.

I glanced back down at his dick, the slit at the tip already dotted with pre-cum. And because I fel
like a hungry slut, my mouth watered for a taste of all that male potency.

I didn’t stroke him, didn’t do what he wanted. I was doing what I wanted, and that was tasting tha
glorious cock of his.

I was on my knees between his tree-trunk thighs a second later, staring up at him, seeing tha
primal male desire on his face. He didn’t stop me, not as I leaned forward, gripped his shaft agair
and pulled the tip to my lips. While I stared into his eyes, I sucked the crown into my mouth.

His essence, the very male saltiness that made up Charlie in the most primal way, explode:
across my tongue. I couldn’t help but moan. He tasted so good, woodsy and clean, potent an
addicting.

I closed my eyes and hummed around him as I started bobbing my head up and down his lengtk
trying to take as much as I could into my mouth. The tip of his cock hit the back of my throat, and
gagged slightly, which in turn had him groaning and spearing a hand into my hair. He kept me righ
there as he lifted his hips, pushing his dick into my mouth again so I gagged once more.

“Yeah,” he said in a raspy voice.

I renewed my effort, sucking on his shaft, running my tongue along the underside of the length, an
sucking off the pre-cum that was a steady flow at the crown.

I swore I could feel him getting harder the longer I sucked his cock.

And then I felt his body tighten, knowing he was about to come. I went even harder, faster, needin,
his seed in my mouth, down my throat. I was starved for it. But to my disappointment, he pushed m
away gently, and I was left sitting on my knees, staring at his glossy, hard cock that bobbed betwee:



his legs.
I looked up at him, my chest rising and falling as I breathed heavily, so hard I still couldn’t catcl
it. My lips felt swollen, a little numb, but God did that turn me on knowing why they were like that.
“How badly do you want me to fuck you, sweet girl?”
I couldn’t even formulate a response to that. Couldn’t he see in my face, feel in my body, just hov
much [ was ready for this?
t  “Tell me how much you want me to shove my big dick right up your tight little pussy.”
I couldn’t breathe. I felt lightheaded. I was dripping cream down my inner thighs with my need.
s  Here I was on my knees, my legs slightly spread, and Charlie looked right at my pussy like he’«
ynever seen anything hotter.
“I have a sweet tooth, Penny,” he said low, smooth as silk. He lifted his eyes to look into mine
n““And you’re the only thing that can sate it.”
s My pussy throbbed, my pulse beating in my clit like it had its own heartbeat.
g “I want you to tell me how much you want my big fucking cock deep in your tight little cunt.
Those words were this animalistic growl from his full, masculine lips.
a [ could hear my heart racing in my ears, and my palms started to sweat.
“I want that—"
He shook his head, leaned forward, and braced his forearms on his thighs. “Tell me the righ
way.”
I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.
I couldn’t help but glance down at his erection. “Charlie,” I purred his name and watched as hi
body got harder right in front of me. “Shove that big, hard, magnificent cock deep in my little puss:
tthat’s so wet for you.” I leaned forward and pushed his arms away so I could brace my hands on hi
strong knees. “I want you in me so deep it hurts.” Before I could anticipate what he was doing
tCharlie hauled me off the floor, placed me on his lap, and dug his fingers into my hips, growling lik
the primal beast he was.
t  “If you want it, then take it with that pretty pink pussy, Penny.”
Well then. Challenge accepted.

Nt
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his legs.

I looked up at him, my chest rising and falling as I breathed heavily, so hard I still couldn’t catch
it. My lips felt swollen, a little numb, but God did that turn me on knowing why they were like that.

“How badly do you want me to fuck you, sweet girl?”

I couldn’t even formulate a response to that. Couldn’t he see in my face, feel in my body, just how
much [ was ready for this?

“Tell me how much you want me to shove my big dick right up your tight little pussy.”

I couldn’t breathe. I felt lightheaded. I was dripping cream down my inner thighs with my need.

Here I was on my knees, my legs slightly spread, and Charlie looked right at my pussy like he’d
never seen anything hotter.

“I have a sweet tooth, Penny,” he said low, smooth as silk. He lifted his eyes to look into mine.
“And you’re the only thing that can sate it.”

My pussy throbbed, my pulse beating in my clit like it had 1ts own heartbeat.

“I want you to tell me how much you want my big fucking cock deep in your tight little cunt.”
Those words were this animalistic growl from his full, masculine lips.

I could hear my heart racing in my ears, and my palms started to sweat.

“I want that—"

He shook his head, leaned forward, and braced his forearms on his thighs. “Tell me the right
way.”

I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.

I couldn’t help but glance down at his erection. “Charlie,” I purred his name and watched as his
body got harder right in front of me. “Shove that big, hard, magnificent cock deep in my little pussy
that’s so wet for you.” I leaned forward and pushed his arms away so I could brace my hands on his
strong knees. “I want you in me so deep it hurts.” Before I could anticipate what he was doing,
Charlie hauled me off the floor, placed me on his lap, and dug his fingers into my hips, growling like
the primal beast he was.

“If you want it, then take it with that pretty pink pussy, Penny.”

Well then. Challenge accepted.



CHAPTER EIGHT

I pressep My breasts to his chest, feeling the soft hair that covered his pectoral muscles, and moane
at how good it felt. My pussy contracted along his cock on its own, his length framed by my lips.

“Go on, girl,” he taunted.

I reached down and wrapped my hand around his cock. He was all but bursting in my palm.

“Slide all that wet hotness on me. Ride me, Penny.” His words were getting shorter, deeper.
could tell he was slowly losing his control. “I want you to milk the cum from my balls with that tigk
cunt of yours.” Charlie’s words were harsh, guttural.

I rose up slowly but didn’t impale myself on him, and instead I rubbed the bulbous head of hi
shaft up and down my slit.

“Christ,” he gritted out. “Do that again, baby.”

I did that over and over, running the flared head up and down my length, letting him feel how ho
and wet | was for him. He cursed, shifted enough he could open his bedside dresser drawer, an
pulled out a condom.

He tore at the corner with his teeth, pulled the latex out with his free hand, and slid it dowr
sheathing himself and placing the tip at my entrance. Placing my hands on his pectoral muscles,
didn’t deny myself any longer as I started to slide down his cock, engulfing him.

The sound of his teeth clashing together was strong, and when I felt his very male, blunt nails di;
into my flesh, I knew he was just as gone as | was.

His broad chest heaved as he sat still, letting me take all of him in my body. But I could tell hi
restraint was slipping.

He hummed and whispered so low I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. “I’ll never get enough.”

And when I had all his dick in my pussy, when I slowly ground myself on him, hearing the grind o
his teeth, I knew I wouldn’t last. “Oh. God,” I whispered and started rocking back and forth on him.

“Fucking bounce on this cock.”

And I did just that.

“Yeah,” he hissed, and I swore his eyes rolled back in his head from his pleasure. “That’s it. I’
never had anything like this.” His voice was rough, full of need. He stared into my eyes so hard that
felt 1t like a physical touch. “Watch me as I fuck the hell out of this tight, sweet pussy.” My ches
ached from the force of his words. “Watch as I push all this cock into your primed cunt.”

I looked down the length of my body, seeing where his cock met my pussy. I started lifting up an
falling back down, and in turn, he pumped his hips up, meeting my movements. Over and over agair
harder and faster. I saw his dick disappear into my body before coming almost all the way out, th
length glossy from my cream.

When his cock became visible, I saw how shiny it looked from my wetness. Everything in m
tightened at the sight. He stretched me so good, and the burn of the pleasure was still there. I didn’
want this to end.

“Fuck, I’ve never seen anything hotter than all your pussy juice covering my dick.”

My arousal pumped through me, the overabundance of adrenaline and pleasure making me fee



high and drunk and like I was no longer in my own body.

And I rode him harder, faster still.

My pussy sucked at his cock, his big dick stretching me wide, making me feel like I was goin,
over the edge again and again until it was maddening, and I accepted that I’d never be the same afte
him.

1 Imoved up and down, the breath leaving me in uneven gasps, my tits bouncing as I rocked mysel
on him, seeking more of that delicious burn, that addicting pleasure I felt only he could give me.

And when I felt his hand make contact with my ass, that c/ap of his skin meeting mine, [ went off.

My orgasm rushed forward, and I felt the world disappear, but not before he grew impossibl

[harder in my body. I didn’t want to stop it. I never wanted this to end.

t  “Look at me,” he demanded, and I peeled my eyes open, not realizing they’d been closed. Swea
covered his chest and forehead, and his jaw clenched tightly as if he was trying to hold off th

sinevitable. But I wanted him so mindless that he couldn’t think or even breathe. I wanted him to fee
what I felt in this movement. So I used my inner muscles to clamp down around him, a gasp leavin;
me at the same time he cursed out vulgarly.

t  He groaned, and his eyes were nothing but blue glowing slits in the darkened room. “You se

iwhat you do to me?” he asked, but I had a feeling he spoke to himself, not meaning for those words t
actually spill out.

, I could see he was right at the edge, that it wouldn’t take much to make him go over. And I wante
Ito witness that so damn badly. But I didn’t know how much longer I could last. I already felt mysel
gearing up for another mind-blowing orgasm.

g I clenched my pussy muscles around his dick again, and the growl he gave me had powe
consuming every single inch of my body, right down to my soul.

s  His fingers were digging deep into my skin, and I knew there would be bruises tomorrow. Good,
wanted his mark. I wanted the proof that this night actually happened.

I was clearly not going fast enough, because before I knew it, Charlie had both hands curle

faround my waist in a vice-like grip and started lifting me up and slamming me back down on his cock
The wet, sloppy sounds of our sex filled my head. I didn’t think about anything else but this momer
and the leisure I felt.

I didn’t care that this man was a stranger, that after this night, I’d have to leave. It felt... wrong

2But I told myself that was the reality.
I  “So tight.” He bared his teeth as he stared at my face. “So hot. So fucking wet. And it’s all for me
tOnly me, 1sn’t that right?”

I gasped and nodded even though his words were as crazy as what we were doing.

i He slammed me down hard on him once more, stilling, letting me fee/ how much he filled m

,pussy with his monstrous cock.

e Charlie groaned, his neck muscles standing in stark relief in the shadowy room, his body seemin;
bigger than life at this moment.

e | wanted his cum, wanted it filling me, coating every inch of me. The fucking condom was
tbarrier I never wanted again when it came to Charlie.

And as I let him bounce me up and down on his length, knowing this was his pinnacle, his peak
all I could do was hold onto his shoulders and let him fill me up. And God, did he do that so dam

1good.



He grunted once, growled after that, and on the third thrust into my pussy, he buried his face in th
crook of my neck and came.
g After long moments, when I finally felt his body start to relax, I allowed myself to run my hand
rup and down his back. Our skin was damp, our bodies sated. I’d never felt so... complete before. Hi
kissed the side of my neck sweetly, softly, running his tongue over my flesh, lapping up the beads o
fsweat I knew dotted it. I heard him inhale again, and again, and I closed my eyes and let this feelin;
imprint in my mind forever.
His dick was still hard inside me when I shifted and rolled off, my limbs like noodles, my heat
yracing.
God, he made me a fiend.
t  Ididn’t know what I was supposed to do now. Leave? Do the walk of shame? But before I couls
ereally think about it, he had his hand curled around my waist and pulled me right up against his body.
Iswear I heard him purr in pleasure.
g “Stay with me. Let me hold you. Let me fuck you all night.” My toes curled at his words, and
closed my eyes and purred myself. I rubbed my body against his like some kind of cat in heat, fera
efor his touch.
>  “Icouldn’tleave if I wanted. You drove,” I teased, and his deep chuckle speared right through m
core.
1 “Iwouldn’t let you leave anyway. ’'m keeping you forever.”
t  Ismiled even though he couldn’t see it. That sounded... magical, even if it wasn’t realistic. Right
It wasn’t, was 1t?
r And as I let him hold me, as I felt the drugging wave of sleep slowly start to take me, the onl
thing on my mind was that [ never wanted this night to end.
I

it

-
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He grunted once, growled after that, and on the third thrust into my pussy, he buried his face in the
crook of my neck and came.

After long moments, when I finally felt his body start to relax, I allowed myself to run my hands
up and down his back. Our skin was damp, our bodies sated. I’d never felt so... complete before. He
kissed the side of my neck sweetly, softly, running his tongue over my flesh, lapping up the beads of
sweat [ knew dotted it. I heard him inhale again, and again, and I closed my eyes and let this feeling
imprint in my mind forever.

His dick was still hard inside me when I shifted and rolled off, my limbs like noodles, my heart
racing.

God, he made me a fiend.

I didn’t know what I was supposed to do now. Leave? Do the walk of shame? But before I could
really think about it, he had his hand curled around my waist and pulled me right up against his body. |
swear | heard him purr in pleasure.

“Stay with me. Let me hold you. Let me fuck you all night.” My toes curled at his words, and I
closed my eyes and purred myself. I rubbed my body against his like some kind of cat in heat, feral
for his touch.

“I couldn’t leave 1f I wanted. You drove,” I teased, and his deep chuckle speared right through my
core.

“I wouldn’t let you leave anyway. I’'m keeping you forever.”

I smiled even though he couldn’t see it. That sounded... magical, even if it wasn’t realistic. Right?
It wasn’t, was 1t?

And as I let him hold me, as I felt the drugging wave of sleep slowly start to take me, the only
thing on my mind was that [ never wanted this night to end.



CHAPTER NINE

Wien T woke up, I knew the spot beside me was empty. I felt his absence as clearly as I felt th
oxygen moving in and out of my lungs.

The sun came through the window and washed my face, but it wasn’t warm, not with how cold 1
was outside.

[ hadn’t even opened my eyes, and the headache that was slowly starting to form behind my eye
pounded fiercely.

Hungover. That’s what [ was.

I rolled onto my back and peeled my eyes open, blinking a few times as I stared at the woode!
beams above me. I slid my hand beside me, the sheets cold where Charlie had slept last night, where
remembered him holding me close to his body, my back to his chest, his hand between my thighs all
Night. Long.

Despite him fucking me so thoroughly that I was actually tender down there, desire started wakin,
me up even more. My pussy throbbed, not just from being sore from the pounding Charlie had give
me, but because I wanted to go for round three, four, and round five.

I noticed a thick-looking robe draped across the end of the bed and pushed the blankets off m
before grabbing it and quickly wrapping the plush material around my body. The wooden floor wa
cold beneath my bare feet, and I went over to the dresser and pulled one of the small top drawer
open, seeing it was filled with socks. I grabbed the thickest ones I could find, not the least bit shy tha
I was wearing his clothes.

The way I’d given myself to him last night had all shyness leaving me.

[ left the bedroom and made my way out to the kitchen. The scent of coffee was strong and had m
mouth watering.

After pouring myself a cup, I walked over to the French doors that lead out to the back deck. I jus
stared outside, at the freshly fallen snow dotting the trees, covering the ground and even the deck.
saw footprints on that freshly fallen powder, and a second later, I watched as Charlie came aroun
from the side of the house.

His arms were filled with chopped firewood, and the only thing he wore was a pair of dark boots
worn denim jeans, and a long-sleeved black Henley. He looked rugged and handsome, those pieces o
lumber cradled in his arms looking small compared to his size.

My pulse started racing the closer he got, and when he was stepping up on the patio, comin,
toward the doors, I moved to the side.

He pulled one of the doors open and stepped inside. His focus was on the ground as he took eacl
log off with one hand and set it aside, still holding all that lumber with his free arm.

And when he lifted his head, I swore I saw his nostrils flare as if my very presence made hir
uncontrollable. A low growl left him at the sight of me, as he swept his eyes up and down my body
seeing [ wore the robe he laid out for me. His eyes dropped to the socks I wore. The corner of hi
mouth kicked up at that, and I felt a wave of warmth encompass me.

He didn’t say anything as he walked past me and headed toward the fireplace. But right before h



cleared my path, he leaned down slightly, brushing his nose along the top of my head. I swore I hear«
him inhale deeply, as if he were taking my scent into his lungs.

I watched him walk over and set the logs beside the hearth, adding a couple more pieces to th

fire and stoking it.

The flames licked over the wood, eating it, the oxygen giving them life.

e Charlie gave me life.

I stared at his muscular back, the way he was on his haunches, how his shirt was stretched ove

this broadness, and the strength that poured from him was so potent every female part of me sung thi
high-pitched tune to mate with him. I found myself taking a step toward Charlie. He stood and turne:
sto face me, and I froze, not sure what the hell I was actually even going to do.

What was I going to say to him?

We stood there, a handful of feet between us, our eyes locked, the heat that bounced in-betwee:
nour bodies having nothing to do with the flames from the fire. And then he was striding toward me
Islipping his hand along the side of my throat and cupping my nape, using his thumb to tilt my hea
.back just slightly so I could fully look into his face.

He looked down at my lips for only a second before he leaned in and claimed them, stroking hi
stongue along the seam until I opened and allowed him entrance.

n [ sucked on that muscle, drawing it into my mouth before pushing mine into his. We did this ove
and over, back and forth, our lips and tongues fucking the other’s.

e I was needy and desired him right then, my pussy wet, my cream sliding down my inner thigh

sbecause I wore nothing underneath this robe.

s | gripped his biceps and curled my nails into his taut, firm skin. He pulled back, both of u

tbreathing raggedly as if we’d just run a marathon.

“Stay with me the rest of the weekend,” he growled, leaning in again and kissing me once more

“Stay with me, and let’s see where this goes.”
y  When he pulled fully back this time, my head was dizzy as if I were still drunk. I blinked up a
him, not sure I fully understood what he meant. He wanted me to stay the rest of my time in Candie
twith him? To see where what went?
I Tassumed this was just a one-off for him, a romp with someone from out of town. Of course that’
inot what I wanted, but I was too much of a coward to actually say anything about it. I’d been ready t
chalk it up as my one sexy encounter with a lumberjack kind of man in Vermont.

But the connection we had, the electricity I felt move between us, was far more potent thai
fanything I could ever explain.

I already realized this was insane, that how I felt for Charlie wasn’t normal or rational. But I wa
gcrazy enough to see just how far we could go, how far this would go.

“And then what?”’ I questioned, my hands still wrapped around his biceps, because I refused to le
hhim go, refused to let his body move away from mine.

“You can’t deny that what’s between us is pretty fucking powerful.” His voice was so deep.

n Ilicked my lips in response and slowly shook my head. “No, I won’t deny it.”
, He groaned and leaned down to capture my mouth in a searing kiss before pulling back again. |
swas torment, agonizing ecstasy.

“And then I’ll come to you next weekend.” He smiled slowly. “I can’t let you just walk out of m
elife.”



1 Anything I could have said died in my throat.

“What I felt the first moment I saw you was fucking crazy, but I’d never felt it before. It has t

emean something more, and I want to explore that.”

I was so stunned by what he was saying and asking, by what he wanted, that I actually took a ste|
back. How was this even possible? I didn’t want to say no. It was almost abhorrent to me, the word
refusing to spill from my mouth. I had absolutely no idea where this was going with Charlie, but it fel

rright.
s It felt perfect. It felt like it was what I’d been missing my entire life. So when his hand, which wa
1still curled around my nape, pulled me back toward him, I said the only thing that felt right.

“Okay. I’'ll stay. I want to see where this goes t0o.” I’d never been more excited for what m
future held until I looked into a pair of bright blue eyes and saw the promise of more.

R
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Anything I could have said died in my throat.

“What I felt the first moment I saw you was fucking crazy, but I’d never felt it before. It has to
mean something more, and I want to explore that.”

I was so stunned by what he was saying and asking, by what he wanted, that I actually took a step
back. How was this even possible? I didn’t want to say no. It was almost abhorrent to me, the words
refusing to spill from my mouth. I had absolutely no idea where this was going with Charlie, but it felt
right.

It felt perfect. It felt like 1t was what I’d been missing my entire life. So when his hand, which was
still curled around my nape, pulled me back toward him, I said the only thing that felt right.

“Okay. I’'ll stay. I want to see where this goes t00.” I’d never been more excited for what my
future held until I looked into a pair of bright blue eyes and saw the promise of more.

e
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CHAPTER ONE
Lark

HowisiT1 always get roped into this type of thing?

Do I just have “Will Do Anything for Nephew” tattooed on my forehead?

Does my older brother, Sparrow, just have a sixth sense about this shit that he passed down to hi
kid?

A seductive feminine voice softly purrs, “You look good with a beard, Lark.”

I turn around and toss the beautiful woman who has come to be one of my best friends over th
past year a sarcastic look.

“And, the overnight beer gut?” Da’Nika Martin fakes a swoon and fans her caramel-colore:
complexion. “Hot.”

“Excuse you,” the stern tone of voice is accompanied by a point to the fake stomach, “this is a/
cookies, thank you very much.”

Giggles escape her, and she swiftly tries to catch them in the palms of her dainty hands.

Of all the people that I’'m stuck doing this with, I’ll freely admit, I’'m glad it’s her. Pretending to b:
Santa for a bunch of preschoolers is one nightmare, but having to pretend to be Santa with someon
like Megan Storwell — a woman whose smile clearly belongs starring in another horrific Krampu.
movie rather than anything associated with the classic Tim Allen holiday franchise — would’ve hax
me roasting his chestnuts over an open fire. With Da’Nika as my partner in holiday crime, 1
thankfully, know exactly what is in store for the next two and a half hours. Our friendship started ove
a last cookie negotiation during a cultural event we were attending for the minis that run our lives -
despite the fact they aren’t directly our minis. Da’Nika’s Goddaughter and my nephew, Oren, are no
only in the same class but often each other’s preferred playmates.

They’re, basically, two parts of the same chocolate chip cookie.

And, in weird ways, so are we.

She pushes up her tiny Mrs. Claus glasses, “Is your newfound plumpness from cookies o
muffins?”

The alluding to what it is I do outside of this stuffy, itchy, red suit successfully gets me to chortle
“Hey, why don t we leave muffins for Santa? You know? Mix the shit up? I’'m more of a muffin mar
anyway.”

“Because tradition dictates cookies.”

“Eh. Depends on the tradition.”

“Is this...really the debate you wanna get into two minutes before show time?”

“Nah,” I casually brush off, “but after 1t? We will absolutely be settling this shit over pizza
Guinness, and hockey highlights.”

Excitement instantly rushes into her dark brown gaze.

Our shared love of hockey is one of the many reasons this friendship works.

It also helps we share a love for the same team.

Go Dalvegan Dragons!



My head motions towards the door to imply we should get going, and Da’Nika twirls tha
direction to saunter off. The two of us exit the classroom designated for hiding our belongings at Littl:
Elves Private Preschool in relaxed silence and head down the hall for the event room where familie
are waiting.

Everything here in Mistletoe, Montana is Christmas-themed down to the snow shoveling service
that are offered. With a name like Mistletoe — where it’s been established to embrace the holida
season year round, especially considering the high tourist population we get even in the “of
season” — sticking to the theme 1s crucial to the survival of any business, whether it’s big or small.

Schools are not an exception.

Neither are neighborhoods.

Nothing manlier than telling chicks you’re hoping to fuck that you live in Gingerbread Grove.

“Can’t believe I’'m giving up one of my only mornings off to let strange children cry in my lap,”

Vgrumble a little closer to the doors we need to enter. “Do you know what I could be doing instead?”

“Anything,” Da’Nika says on a snicker. “Like, literally anything else would be better thai
wearing these costumes kids are gonna sneeze and wipe frosting on like we’re just giant napkins.”

There’s no stopping the cringe that crosses my face.

Fuck, she’s right.

So right that I can practically already see the snot caked on my jacket.

“Yeah,” my agreement is muttered at the same time I admire the coat’s cleanliness one last time

:“doing anything else would probably be better than this.”
; “Lark!” An unexpected squeaky voice calls to me. “Lark, honey!”
i Okay.

Almost anything else.

—
-

I cautiously lift my head to see my mom and dad frantically waving.

Having two parents who, oddly enough, look like descendants from the Keebler dynasty isn’
something that’s easy to ignore, whether they’re happily waving like lunatics or scolding you fo
sneaking into the house at 3 a.m. after an unsuccessful attempt to lose your virginity to Shelly Vega a
a high school freshman. It’s also hard to look past the fact they’re both five foot nothing and have tw:«
sons that are over a foot taller than both of them. Come to think of it, their grandson is probably goin;
fo be able to look down on them by his first day of Kindergarten.

Dad takes his turn to call my attention. “Hey, son!”

“Are those your parents?” Da’Nika questions under her breath, hand dropping to her side insteas
“of reaching for the handle. “Or...lost elf helpers?”

“My. Parents,” I, reluctantly, reply prior to greeting them. “Hey!” They finally reach me an
immediately receive warm hugs. Afterwards, I pull back and speedily question, “What are you guy
doing here? You know you really can’t handle the cold anymore.”

Their need for warmer temperatures due to aging bodies and breathing conditions is wha
transferred them from all they’ve ever known and loved here to down south where they bask in th
sunny weather and have fallen in love with gardening clubs.

“We know, we know,” my mom sighs, hand tossed lovingly my direction, “but when neither o
you boys could come down to visit, we figured, garsh darn it, why don’t we just come up to you?”

“Because of Dad’s lungs, your knees, and the fact neither of you should be trudging throug
snow.”

-
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t  Dad rolls his eyes at the answer. “We’d never let a little thing like snow stop us from seeing bot

eour boys.”

s “Plus, we figured, this is an extra hard Christmas on your brother but an extra special Christma
for you, so we couldn’t miss it!” Mom’s mouth moves faster than I can mine. “So, is this her? Is thi

syour fiancée? Is this the future Mrs. Wellington?!”

y  Da’Nika’s head tilts in bewilderment, “The future Mrs. What Now?”

1 “Yup.” Nodding quickly, I repeat the words as though they’re completely true and not an extensio
of the lie I told. “Bride. Her.” A small head motion is thrown in my friend’s direction. “Future..
Mrs...Put. Ring. Um...” I shake away the inability to form a coherent sentence and state, “This 1
DaNika. DaNika this is Agatha and Walter, my parents.”

Despite the fact her confusion remains, she croaks out, “Hi?”

I “Hi! Hi! Hi!” Mom sings and tangles her tiny arms around DaNika’s midsection. “It’s so good t
finally meet you!”

n  She shoots me a baffled glare that has me swiftly peeling my mother from where she’s suctione:
herself. “Mom, Dad,” 1 begin while executing the action, “I’m gonna guess you came here wit
Sparrow and Oren, who are probably waiting on pine needles for you to join them at one of th
cookie stations, so why don’t you go ahead and get back to them, and we’ll all catch up afterwards.’
Once my mother is back at my father’s side and pouting, I force a wide grin on my face. “Okay?”

,  “Fine.” Her big blue eyes—that Sparrow and I both inherited—bulge at my female friend. “Yo
should know you’re prettier than [ was expecting.”

“Aw,” Da’Nika sweetly coos in response. “Thanks.”

She happily nods, pats my chest, and pushes past us for the doors we should be following ther
through.

As soon as it’s just us, again, in the empty hallway, I gripe, “I don’t know how the fuck to take tha
tlast thing.” Our eyes reconnect. “Like, did my mom just say | have ugly taste in chicks?”

r “Youkinda do.”

s  “Idonot.”

> “You definitely do.”
g CCI_D’

“There was Maureen, the female lumberjack, whose name was definitely the only feminine thin;
about her. Remember the small goatee she was proud of having?”
1 My face flashes a small cringe.

“There was Tonia, the truck driver with the unibrow and the full blown 80s bush, you hooked u
Iwith in the bathroom of that diner that’s like right on the outskirts of town.”

s I pushmy lips together.

“And, don’t forget Cyn, that chick you met online, who you drove over an hour to meet in /e
ttown only to find out she used her sister’s Christina Applegate doppelganger picture to lure you ther
eand really looked like the frizzy haired lesbian from Workin* Moms with a botched boob job.”

Yeah, that was when I fucking gave up on the experiment of “putting myself out there” more.

t  Accepted [ would never have what my parents have.
What Sparrow had.
h  That work would be my wife and recorded hockey games—my mistress.
“Now, can we fast forward past those mistakes but rewind back a teeny-Tiny Tim moment?



hmean...I just need to know — are you having a mothball induced stroke, or am I? *Cause I feel like yor
just told your parents we’re engaged.”

s “Idid.”

s  “But...we’re not.”

“Can we pretend?”

Bafflement blasts back onto her face.

n  “Look...I...wasn’t in the mood to be nagged about being alone another Christmas season or t
.hear about how Aunt Milly’s kids are all having kids, and they can’t wait for me to give ther

sgrandkids. I just wanted one year where, instead of having to listen to ‘when you finally settle down
speeches, I got to actually eat my Christmas ham in peace...or to the sound of The Nightmare Befor:
Christmas. You’re never too old for that one.”

> “True.”

“I told them that I couldn’t come home because I was going to propose to my girlfriend a few day
dbefore Christmas and wanted to spend our first Christmas as a couple here, where Christmas 1
heverything, something I swore would get them off my back, not convince them to catch an imprompt
eflight and, inevitably, crash at my house because that’s where they always stay when they come int
“town.”

Da’Nika slowly nods, the ball of her hat bouncing around. “So...you lied.”

u  “Like, a little white lie.”

She promptly shakes her head in argument.

“Fine a big, red Rudolph nose lie.”

n  “Youknow you’re gonna get coal in your stocking for this shit.”

I can’t help from joining her small chuckles. “Help me out?”

t  Her honey brown eyebrows that match her actual hair lift in question.

“It’11 just be for a few days. For a few things. I’ll break the news to them that things didn’t wor
out when they’re back in Florida buying new garden gnomes and happy to be back in the heat
Swear.”

A longer stretch of silence than I like passes prior to her throwing her hands in the air in a cavin,
fashion. “Ugh. Fine.”

g [immediately give the air a victory punch.

“But, it’s gonna cost you.”

“Price?”
> “Because I'ma good friend—"

“An amazing friend.”

“All Pmrequesting is free coffee from your shop for the next year.”

r  “The next year?!”

e “That’s only three hundred and sixty-five cups if I drink it every day, although if I skip a day, I ca
have it roll over to the next one, and get a two on one day sort of deal — that way, my hard-earned cuyj
doesn’t, necessarily, go to waste. I can give it to Pammy as a work treat kind of thing or maybe
occasionally, Suzie, though she only likes chai tea lattes, and I don’t really like ordering those.”

“Why do I feel like you’ve just been waiting for a reason to make this bargain or blackmail m
into this?”

I “Because it’s an expensive habit, and you know as well as I do that your shop, while tasty, i



upricey as fuck.”

A loud, snort-filled laugh immediately erupts from me, and i1t’s hard to ignore the fact she’s one o
the only people besides Sparrow and Oren who gets that sound out of me. I offer her a wide grin an
an extended hand, “Deal.” The instant our hands drop post shaking, a sigh from me follows. “Alright
Mprs. Claus. Let’s go put on a show for the kids and my parents.”
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pricey as fuck.”

A loud, snort-filled laugh immediately erupts from me, and it’s hard to ignore the fact she’s one of
the only people besides Sparrow and Oren who gets that sound out of me. I offer her a wide grin and
an extended hand, “Deal.” The instant our hands drop post shaking, a sigh from me follows. “Alright,
Mprs. Claus. Let’s go put on a show for the kids and my parents.”



CHAPTER TWO
Da’Nika

L Ark Grins wiDELY at the same time he nods in approval regarding the green “Baahumbug” sweate
that features a sheep wearing a Santa hat and matching boots amongst falling snowflakes. “Did yo
have to go out and buy this?”

“Nah,” I swiftly shake my head. “You’re just used to seeing me in my non-work gear. Store polic:
is actually to wear red, green, or Christmas-themed clothing, so I’ve got a ridiculous amount of fur
ugly sweaters and t-shirts to choose from year-round.”

Major drawback to living in this real-life Whoville is the lack of other colors that manage t«
make it out of my closet aside from those and different shades of gray. Then again, I guess there’s n«
real need. I don’t exactly do much besides watch sports or horror movies with Lark, work a
Mistletony — the award winning florist shop — and hang out at home with Pammy — the best friend
followed states away when she dropped everything in Vlasta, Wisconsin to move her and he
daughter, Kamilla or Kammy, here to run the place since her grandmother died and her mother wa
just going to sell it. Admittedly, I know next to nothing about flowers or plants, but I do have amazin,
customer service skills and am sort of a quick learner.

Lark lightly laughs, again, at my comment, pulling another loud one from me.

However, here is a prime example of when I’m a little slower than the average reindeer.

You’d think by now I would learn it never works out well for me to do these types of favors, yet
always agree to them.

[ always try to do whatever it is my friends need me to do.

They’re basically all T have.

“Okay, what’s our backstory?” I move the conversation along, not really wanting to keep it goin;
in the arctic-like temperatures we’re experiencing while chatting beside my car. “How’d we meet’
How long have we been together? Was it love at first sight? How many of these questions have yo
already answered in the three hours we’ve been apart? And, why am I not wearing my engagemer
ring? Too big? Too small? Wrong shape?”

“There’s a wrong shape?”

My tsking is done with another shake of the head. “Oh, such a guy question.”

Lark sneers at the comment prior to asking, “Why does it feel like you’ve done this before?”

“Because I have.”

“What?”

Reluctantly, I explain the shame that brought me to this small town I’m happy to call home, “I di«
something similar back in college when I was a sophomore. A friend at the time needed my help,
needed the cash he was offering as compensation for my time, and it led to ruining my reputation fo
the next two years, which made the decision to follow my best friend here — a million miles fror
home — a thoughtless one.”

Lark’s brow furrows. “Ruining it how?”

“Slut for Hire was the um...general consensus,” I uncomfortably mumble. “Never mind the fact



never slept with him or anything close.”

His cut jaw twitches, though I’'m not sure if it’s in anger or disgust or sadness.

Lark Wellington is one of those tall, dark, and brooding-looking types that no matter the emotio
he looks sexy executing it. He’s almost six foot three with dark hair and dark blue eyes that can mel
your panties or freeze your heart.

Dealer’s choice.

He’s a beautiful contrast to the almost always too bright and too chipper persona most people 1

uthis town put on.

“How about we forget about that,” I swiftly push forward, “and get back to us. What are th
deets?”

“The deets to what?”” Sparrow’s voice unexpectedly startles us both.

“Fuck, man, you’re like a ninja!” Lark gripes as his older brother shuts the door to his SUV. Hi
turns around so he’s standing at my side, facing him. “We didn’t even hear you pull up.”

“Uh-huh,” Sparrow brushes off, halting the choice to open the door to retrieve Oren, “deets abou
what?”

I casually inform, “Our engagement.”

He braces one of his large arms against the window and tilts his head in curiosity. “Whos.
engagement?”’

Lark casually motions to me and him. “Mom and Dad think we’re engaged.”

“Why the hell would they think that?”

“Because that’s what I told them.”

“Oh, well then, yeah, that would make sense why they think that...” His pair of blues that are th
Iopposite shade of Lark’s immediately roll. “Why would you te/l them that?”

My fake fiancé gives his chin a quick uncomfortable scratch. “Because instead of just telling ou
parents that [ didn’t wanna spend another Christmas listening to them basically beg me to get my shi
together and find ‘Mrs. Right’, T told them I had already found her and that I was proposing. That
wanted to spend our first Christmas /ere with her, which they could easily appreciate considerin;

>how they feel about this time of year and this town. And, I thought I was out of the woodwork unti
uthey showed up this afternoon with you — fuck you for the lack of heads up by the way — and I had t
find a fiancée on the spot.”

“Hi,” I insert in a high pitched, teasing tone.

Sparrow shoots me an amused smirk. “Always good to see you Da’Nika.”

All of a sudden, a small displeased grunt crawls out of Lark that has us both looking his directior
He does his best to play it off by clearing his throat; however, it’s obvious to us both it was more tha
that.

He has nothing to worry about there.

Out of the Wellington brothers, who practically look like twins with the only true difference
being Sparrow has a dimple and looks the five years older that he is, Lark is the only one I’ve eve
wanted to nest with.

Bird pun so intended.

But, we’re friends.

Practically best friends.

And, we’re probably better off as just being that.
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Otherwise, things would’ve already changed by now, right?

Sparrow chooses not to acknowledge the noise but the explanation, “Lark, this 1s the shittiest ide:
nyou’ve ever had, and I’m including that one summer when you were eight and thought you could trap :
treal Keebler elf to interrogate and find out if our parents are actually related to them.”

“That was a great plan!”

“It was stupid,” Sparrow sighs, “and so is this.” He shakes his head in obvious disapproval at th
nsame time he tugs the door handle. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, baby bro.”

“I'won’t.”

e “Uncle Lark!” Oren squeals from his car seat.

“Hey, buddy!” Lark quickly greets and rushes from my side to his brother’s. “I missed you!”

“I missed you, too!” Oren echoes as he switches from his father’s arms to his uncle’s. “You no
esee Santa with us!”

Preserving his childhood innocence and the conversation takes precedence over the discussio
itwe should be having, but it doesn’t bother me even in the slightest. I totally get it. I’'m the exact sam

way when it comes to Kammy. “I know, big guy. I know. I had to work. Why don’t you tell me an
Da’Nika all about 1t?”
e “Da’Nika!” He joyfully sings at the sight of me.

“Hey, my favorite little man!” After giving him a high-five, I encourage him to keep talking, “
definitely want to hear all about you seeing Santa!”

Our attention flies to the three-year-old whose fourth birthday is just a week away — something
know thanks to both his excited uncle and his excited best friend, who I took shopping for th

e“perfect” gift because her mother had to handle some bullshit with the accounting.

Needless to say, I think pretending to be his uncle’s fake fiancée will be a much less painfu

rexperience than having half-hearted arguments about Superman being better than Shazam.
t  The transition from talkative preschooler to talkative pretend in-laws is done pretty painlessly
IOne minute ’'m listening to how he made reindeer food at the event on the way inside the house an
sthe next ’'m listening to his grandmother describe the garland treats we’re going to decorate th
loutside trees with, something she insists they’ll munch on after gobbling down the glittery oats h
dmade earlier in the day.

Bowls of cranberries, string, and popcorn — fresh and stale — are splayed across the hardwoor
floor of Lark’s living room, a place I don’t have to pretend to be comfortable with because I actuall
am. We sit side by side with Oren and Sparrow as the separator between us and his parents. The T.\

L.blares The Grinch while the six of us rifle through the ingredients we’re supposed to sew togethei
nSadly, I struggle more with the activity than the small child on the other side of me who is stitching hi
shit together like he’s being filmed for an episode of Project Runway, child prodigy edition.

“How are you this bad at stringing popcorn together?” Lark playfully teases. “And, how did I no
sknow this sooner?”

r Ipoint the needle — that I swear to myself'is a dud — directly at him. “Don’t make me use this thin;
in ways it wasn’t intended.”

He leans his face forward to whisper, “Did you...mean for that to sound frightening or sexy? O
like...both?”

Bewilderment is only allotted a moment on my expression due to his mother intervening, “You art
being a very bad fiancé, Lark. You can see your future bride is struggling with something, and you



job is to help her and support her, not kick snow on her when she’s down...Although, sugar plum, h
abrings up a very valid question, how are you not better at this? Did your mom not teach you this sor
aof thing?”’

“She didn’t,” I casually confess. “We’re not really close. And, Christmas was never about stuf

like this growing up or really at all until I moved #Zere a little over a year ago. The whole Christmas
eall the time thing was a little intense at first, but...I’ve come to love it.”

“You could say the same thing about my son, huh?”” she sweetly sighs.

Actually...yeah. Lark was a little intense at first and definitely lived up to being the grumpier o

the Wellington brothers; however, once you get to know him, it’s easy to see he’s not hard to handle 1

you’re willing to put in the work.

t  The blush that heats my cheeks is as unexpected as is the answer that falls off my lips

“Definitely.”

n  Sparrow shoots me an incredulous stare that has me looking back at the activity I'm failing.

e “Maybe I should just stop trying? Stick to just eating handfuls of popcorn?”

1 “Help the poor girl out, son,” Walter promptly encourages. “Show her, she’s picked a good ma
that can do more than sing her a pretty song.”

His obvious bird reference has my face snapping to meet his gaze. “You do have a good set o
Ipipes. I mean no one sings, ‘H.” or ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ quite like you.”

“Those are vastly different, babe, yet I still appreciate the compliment.”

I Our expressions of surprise over the term of endearment are simultaneously exposed and the
eshifted as if it’s an everyday type of thing.

It’s totally not.

1l But, I find myself wishing more and more that it was.

“Let me um...let me show you how it’s done.” He abandons his own strand, scoots over so hi
r.body 1s behind mine, and grabs a fresh piece of thread. “Why don’t we start by getting you a whol
Inew string?”” Once it’s in his possession, Lark assists in the knot tying process, face lingering over m
eshoulder. “Remember to tie a fat knot at this end.” His breath tickles my neck, sending shivers dow:
emy spine. “And then carefully string this one...” Feeling his hard body pressed so tightly against min

knocks the air out of my lungs and banishes my ability to speak. “We’re gonna start with a cranberr
dfirst,” he continues to guide, his hands now executing every move for me, causing goosebumps t
ylitter my skin. Together, we skillfully pierce the fruit prior to slowly sliding it towards the opposit:
/end. The action successfully steals the small breath I had managed to gather, and Lark smirks a
~though he knows it. “Then, we string a piece of popcorn, which is a little...Aarder than you expect.”
s  That’s exactly how I would describe the situation pushing against me from his crotch companion.

We force the needle through the stubborn stale food and glide it the same direction as well as th
tsame gradual speed as we did the previous piece. Afterwards, his voice is gravely and just above :

whisper near my ear. “You think you got it, or should I keep helping?”’

g [ want to remind him /e 5 really the one getting the help at this very moment given the amazin;
show we’re putting on yet choose to ignore my usual sass for a softer approach, all because I can’
rremember the last time a guy was this sweet to me, let alone the last time a guy I had a minor crush o
showered me with this much attention. My head turns so we’re eye to eye, mouths too close fo
eresisting one another if we stay in these close quarters much longer. “Maybe...um...just a coupl
rmore?”



e “Yeah...” Lark’s eyes steal a glance at the parted area clearly preparing to press his lips to mine
t“I can...absolutely do that.”

“Uncle Lark,” Oren enthusiastically calls, breaking up the tension-filled moment. “It’s called :
Tpattern!” He flashes his perfect put together string. “See. It go. Canberry.” His tiny finger points to th
,appropriate object. “Popcorn. Canberry. Popcorn...”

We collectively watch on and coo at how impressed we are with his skills and vocabulary.

I, myself, need to take a lesson from this.

I can never do another fake fiancée favor again.

It’s most certainly one personal pattern I need to stop.
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“Yeah...” Lark’s eyes steal a glance at the parted area clearly preparing to press his lips to mine.
“I can...absolutely do that.”

“Uncle Lark,” Oren enthusiastically calls, breaking up the tension-filled moment. “It’s called a
pattern!” He flashes his perfect put together string. “See. It go. Canberry.” His tiny finger points to the
appropriate object. “Popcorn. Canberry. Popcorn...”

We collectively watch on and coo at how impressed we are with his skills and vocabulary.

I, myself, need to take a lesson from this.

I can never do another fake fiancée favor again.

It’s most certainly one personal pattern I need to stop.



CHAPTER THREE
Lark

THe PHONE RINGS more times than my sanity can handle.

Finally, the female I’'m hoping is going to save my ass, sleepily answers, “Hello?”

“I'need a favor.”

There’s a loud yawn proceeded by the sound of her shuffling around. ““You mean another one.”

Grumbles fumble out of my mouth until I eventually grunt, “Technically...yes.”

Her snickers somehow erase the stress I’ve let land on my shoulders. “What kind? Tell me it’
something easier like you need a fitness friend for your new app or a kidney.”

“Giving me a kidney is easier than being my fiancée?”

She evades the question, and I don’t like not having an answer. “What do you need, Lark?”

“Sonya backed out of helping me judge the Gingerbread House competition here at the shop. He
dog ate an entire loaf of bread and is super sick or some shit, so she can’t leave him, and I need :
third person to complete the panel.”

“That sounds like work before 1 have to go to actual work.”

“It’ll be fun?”

“More fun than sleeping in?”

My back hits my office door at the same time I lower my voice to plead, “Come on, Da’Nika,
need you...”

A long moment of silence is given prior to a soft, defeated sigh. “Fine, but it’s gonna cost yor
giving me free scones for a year.”

“Deal.”

“I’ll see you in twenty.”

“Can you...make it fifteen?”

“Can you make it a scone and a muffin?”

“Twenty it 1s.”

We each hang up on that note.

I disappear back into the main part of It’s Beginning to Look A Latte Like Christmas, which 1
hustling and bustling with various contestants decorating their gingerbread houses on one side an
regular customers coming in for their usual coffee on the other.

Thankfully, avoiding my family, who are gathered together helping my nephew work on his entr:
for the kid’s competition, is rather easy. As much as I love them, evading the impressive amount o
questions regarding my fake romance is taxing. And, considering I’m the one currently on deck fo
running our family-owned and operated coffee shop so that my brother can do the dad thing, the adde:
stress of an invasive interrogation about a lie I created isn’t really needed.

Though...after having her in my arms the night before last I’ve started to wish it were true. Tha
our relationship was real and that kissing her, which I wish like hell I would’ve done when I had th
chance, wouldn’t feel like it was a production for the world’s worst Christmas play.

Da’Nika arrives right on schedule, and seeing her in a “Get Baked” sweater with a gingerbreas



man on the front of it instantly pulls a grin onto my face. Her style and attitude are far fror
wholesome, much like my own. Sometimes I think it’s why we get along so well. Neither of us ar
squeaky clean in a town that expects exactly that.

We’re both more likely to watch horror movies even during the actual “Holly Jolly” time of year.

We’re both more likely to be caught listening to Tool as opposed to something sponsored b
Disney Radio.

And...we’re both most likely to be seen grabbing a case of beer from the grocery store instead o
eggnog.

I greet my fake fiancée prior to giving her a quick rundown on how it all works while we wait fo
her cinnamon deluxe latte to be made and she eyeballs the latest round of Kringle’s Catering treat
that have hit the shop. Afterwards, I lead her over to the judging area to introduce her to our othe

shelper, Ethel — an eighty six-year-old woman who has been doing this shit since my grandparent

were running the place. She decides to stay put until it’s time to place ribbons and judgments on th
creations, while the two of us casually stroll around observing the crafting. At some point, :
contestant accidentally bumps into us, and our hands link to stop from stumbling. Rather than pul
1,them apart, we leave them together, and I can’t deny that I love every second of it.

“Um, what. Is. That?!” Da’Nika gasps, breaking our hold to point to a bowl of frosting at m
nephew’s station. “How did he get glow in the dark green frosting for his house?!”

“Aggiepie’s magical trick,” Dad replies at a low volume with a wink. “Woman always knew he
way around frosting.”

“That sounds kinky,” Da’Nika thoughtlessly retorts.

“It’s because 1t 1s.”

“Dad"”

“Oh, lighten up, Lark,” he chortles prior to suggesting something to the woman at my side. “Yo
should try it. And, by it, I mean sampling the frosting...Tastes quite amazin’ if [ do say so myself. M.
wife makes all the frosting for these things from scratch.”

Da’Nika slightly cringes. “That sounds...exhausting.”

“Don’t forget extremely loud, which 1s why you should be thankful you didn’t sleep over las
night.”

Not for lack of pressure from my parents. God, making up reasons why she had to bail and the
explaining the whole waiting to move in until after the holiday thing was a nightmare. One tha

Sactually gave me nightmares about this all blowing up in my face. Add those to the ear splittin;
jsounds my mother was making at an unholy hour, and you get the perfect recipe for a grumpy goose.

Ugh.

More bird references.

This shit always happens whenever I’'m around my father for extended periods of time.

Da’Nika tosses me a sweet, sympathetic smile before asking Dad, “Is that why you’re here al
alone, Walter? They leave you to guard the secret family frosting while they went to spy on th
competition?”’

1 “No, no,” he casually retorts and swipes up a gum drop. “Sparrow took Oren to the restroom an
_Aggiepie went to say hi to a few friends over at the counter.”

. My friend hums in comprehension while I redirect my gaze to where I can see my mothe
jgossiping with a couple women her age, the entire group shooting skeptical stares in our direction.
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n  Oh, shit.
That’s...that’s not good.
That’s...really bad.
Really fucking bad.
y  All of a sudden, there’s a wet glop on my nose that breaks up the panicking that’s mentally begu
ensuing. I shake my head in confusion and discomfort alike. “What the £—
t  “Language, Lark,” Dad chuckles. “There are lots of little elf ears around...”
I quickly wipe away the frosting that ended up on my nose and scowl at a snickering Da’Nika
r*“You think that was funny?”
s “You mean, Snack Frost nipping at your nose?” Her pun gets another laugh out of my dad
r“Yeah...a little.”
s She’s given a slow nod proceeded by me swiftly replicating the action on a different part of he
ebody.
a  “Hey!”
1 “Now, he’s nipping at your neck.”
Her fingers instantly go to wipe it away.
y  “It’s gonna look like you let The Grinch give you a hickey.”
Dad laughs harder, and Da’Nika puts her drink down to go for another frosting attack. She dips al
rfive of her fingers into the neon frosting and lunges at me like an evil leprechaun. Dodging her 1s easy
Not laughing is impossible. I capture her wrists and keep them far away from my off-white sweate
she’s clearly gunning for. Da’Nika wiggles around, her entire frame fighting to take back some sort o
control, determination as adorable as the giggles escaping her. The sound 1s much too enticing.
Much too commanding.
u  Calls to me to capture it.
y  To taste it.
In one less than graceful action, I lean forward and press my mouth to hers, ceasing the thrashes
Her body melts against mine at the same time her lips part to allow our tongues to touch. Swee
tflavors from the combination of frosting and coffee pale in comparison to the amazing ones that sh
naturally possesses. I swirl my tongue around and around, savoring each stroke more than the last
nLight whimpers hit my ears causing me to abandon her wrists to wind my arms around her lowe
twaist. Where her sticky appendages land doesn’t matter to me. The only thing I care about is hov
odelicious each press exchanged is. How perfectly she fits against me. How hard my cock is fror
hearing her moan because she’s enjoying it, too.
An overdramatic throat clearing unexpectedly breaks up the sweet, sticky moment.
We abruptly part to see my family beaming brightly at us, with the exception of Oren who seem
uninterested in anything other than shoveling handfuls of M&M’s into his mouth while no one 1
Itheoretically watching,
e Da’Nika meekly apologizes on our behalf, “Sorry...Guess we um...Guess we got a little carrie
away.”
1 Mom gleefully grins and offers her a wet wipe to clean her hands. “No need to be sorry, suga
plum. Sometimes when the moment takes you, it takes you.”
r  The moment didn’t take her.
1 did.
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And, I wanna fucking do 1t again.

And, I wanna kick my ass for having not done the shit sooner.

My fake fiancée offers her a sweet smile as she begins to scrub the frosting off her fingers.

“You know,” Mom slyly begins, “the ladies from my old cards club said they hadn’t heard abou
nyour engagement yet, and that they didn’t even know you two were an item...”

“Oh...” Sparrow viciously smirks. “I bet they do now.”

“After a kiss like that, it’s impossible not to,” Mom happily reminds me with an overl
.exaggerated wink.

Da’Nika and I promptly lock gazes to silently agree we need to assess how to handle the nev
.1ssue.

However, to my surprise, there’s no trace of truly caring that we had an audience.
r  No flicker of concern about the gossip it’s surely ignited.

No tinge of regret regarding what thoughtlessly occurred.

Maybe she wanted to be kissed as bad as I’ve been wanting to do it.

Maybe pretending to be a couple wasn’t the worst idea I’ve ever had.

Maybe...just maybe...it was the greatest.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Da’Nika

L Ark xeeps Hs voice low just in case one or both of his parents surprises us, something they’re reall
good about doing. “You sure you’ve got everything you need? Like all the weird, girly shit you use fo
bed or in the morning or I don’t know, whatever you sprinkle on after your midnight snack.”

“You’ve never had a woman sleep over, have you?”

“I have, just not...like this.”

“One-night-stands?”

“Yeah.”

“Isn’t that, basically, what this 1s?”

His icy stare grows colder at the accusation. “No.”

I wanna ask then what the fuck is it, but something tells me that would be a very bad idea.

You know, on top of the already very bad idea of pretending to be his fiancée. And, cuddlin
during holiday movies with his family. And, kissing in his coffee shop in front of half the town. And
now sleeping in his bed. Albeit, alone, but still.

I’ve got enough bad ideas already in my stocking to last me at least the next four Christmase
without adding more.

Lark spews his apprehension rather than swallowing it down like me, “Are you okay with doin,
this?”

“Sleeping in your big ass sleigh bed for one night to convince your parents the reason we don’
live together 1s because I was waiting for a ring on my finger while you have to crash on the floor?”
playfully phrase. “Yeah, I think I’ll be alright.”

He lightly chuckles and pulls his beanie down to cover his ears, unknowingly, keeping m
attention during every action.

I definitely had a little, tiny, bite-size snowflake crush on him before this terrible fake couple shit
but now that ’ve experienced what it’s like to actually be his girl, I kind of hate myself for no
speaking up sooner...almost as much as I hate myself for still not speaking up about it.

[ don’t think I could stomach losing my friendship with Lark.

The guy back in college was one thing.

Lark is...well, Lark means more to me than that guy ever could’ve.

“Change of plans!” Agatha, enthusiastically announces upon her surprise approaching,

Geez, | swear she’s got Hobbit feet.

Perfect for sneaking up on people.

“Walty and I are going to ride with you two while Sparrow and little O ride by themselves.’

Lark’s tone is cloaked in suspicion. “Was this Ais idea or yours?”

“His.”

“Shocking,” my fake fiancé mumbles under his breath.

“But, he brought up a good point.”

“Was it that Dad shouldn’t be riding in these things at all, considering how often he needs hi
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inhaler now?”

“No.”

“Was it that you shouldn’t be riding in these things at all, considering how hard it is for you t
climb in and out of them?”’

“No.”

Her son snidely bites, “Then, what was 1t?”

“That this 1s their first Christmas together without Jeanie.”

Our shoulders swiftly drop in tandem.

“He thinks it’s important that the little guy knows that even with his mom missing from thei
world, his dad still loves him. Still cares. Still will do everything to make this time of year magical
That they still have each other.”

It’s hard to 1gnore the ache the explanation creates.

I didn’t know Jeanie that well before she died of pneumonia earlier this year. We’d only met :
handful of times, and, most of them, I spent more time talking to her brother-in-law than her. Sh
seemed nice enough, and Lark never had anything bad to say about her. Shortly after she died is whe:
he started making more of an effort to really date instead of just working all the time. I guess havin;
someone close to him die encouraged him to want to live a little more.

“I’'m sure you both know that’s part of the reason why he didn’t wanna fly down to Florida fo
"Christmas this year. He believes it’s important that they had that connection this year, so we’re gonn
respect it — sort of — and let them ride in their own sleigh while we ride with you two!” She claps he
chubby little hands together. “This is good! 1t’ll give me and Walty the chance to really get to knov
you more as a couple!”

Oh, yay. A holiday interrogation sponsored by Hallmark.

“We’re up, Aggiepie!” Walter calls from closer to the shiny red sleigh.

She giddily squeals like the cartoon character she appears to be and hastily hurries that directior
We, less than excitedly, follow behind side-by-side with Lark calling to her to be more careful tha;
she 1s.

It’s not that his parents aren’t warm or welcoming, in fact, their faces should be next to thos:
definitions in the dictionary, it’s just...I’m beginning to feel shitty about deceiving people who art
’;this good-hearted.

And...I’m not loving the thoughts of never getting to be around them again due to some shitt
arrangement I entered into with their youngest son.

During the sleigh ride — a Wellington tradition for many generations I’m informed — his parent
tell tales of Lark as a young “chick”. Most consist of some sort of trouble his curiosity got him into
yet all make it easy to see the roots of the personality I adore so much. The stubbornness. The love o
laughing. The “grouchy” label he’s forced to bear in comparison to his sprightly parents. What I low
more than the stories is seeing the love between the three of them. It’s a deep connection I don’t havi
with mine. They didn’t even seem to think twice about me announcing my move via text or the fact tha
it was states away from them. They barely even call to check in unless it’s actually Christmas. It’
probably why I’ve attached myself to Pammy and Kammy so hard. And, why I hate the idea of lettin;
go of two new people who are more than willing to invite me into their family, a feeling I’ve longe«
for since [ was younger.

Guilt grows profusely in the pit of my stomach, prompting me to confess everything to the innocer
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pair, when Lark wraps an arm around my shoulder to pull me into him away from the wind.
What if...what if we’re not exactly lying anymore?
> What if this is really us starting to date?
Transitioning into being a real couple?
If that’s the case, how horrible of a person am I really?
On a scale of like Dexter to Jason?
“Alright you two, it’s time for you to tell us,” Agatha unexpectedly states in a serious tone causin;
bile to wrench up the back of my throat. “The moment of truth is here.”
r  God, ’m gonna throw up.
Literally, everything I ate today.
Day old chili and Christmas-themed Rice Krispy treats are not a good combination.
Can I blame the smell on the horse?
a  Her small smile shifts to a big, glistening beam. “When did you two know you were it for eac
eother?”
n  The racing in my heart swiftly subsides, and I release a deep breath of relief. “Ohmygod, that’s s
geasy.”
“It 1s?” Lark grunts in bewilderment.
r “Don’t take it personally, honey.” Agatha tosses a white mitten hand his direction. “Women have :
atendency to know long before men do.” She doesn’t pause for comments or questions regarding tha
ropinion-based statement. “Tell us, Da’Nika! When did you know my son was ‘the one’?”
v “Yes, Da’Nika, tell us when you knew I was the one...” Lark prompts as if I need an extr:
moment to gather my thoughts.
“It was the week of Valentine’s Day, and I needed an extra buzz to survive my shift. Orders wer:
backed up and vendors were late, and it was just...insanity.” The memory continues to smoothl
Lunfold in my mind. “I got there, ordered two Santa, Baby lattes, only to have forgotten my wallet a
nthe store and didn’t have time to go all the way back to get it and then come all the way back to pay
especially since it was a shorter lunch break than normal. I swore I’d come by after work and pay hir
eback or that he could have the sheriff hunt me down and give me a ticket for failure to pay, but Lar
etold me not to worry about it. That it was on him. He even threw in a couple Santa, Baby brownies t
go with 1t, which are the ones that have Christmas tree and heart sprinkles on top of the chocolat
yfrosting, and said, ‘I just hope this makes your day a little better’.” I momentarily pause, letting th
feeling freely wash over me. “I knew right then, any day with Lark in it automatically made my day «
slot better and that he was one person I didn’t wanna be without.”
,  There’s a small poke from his thumb in my arm that forces my stare to his. As soon as he has it, h
tasks, “Seriously?”
e Shocked by my own admission is what has me barely able to even nod.
e “Aw!” Agatha coos loudly, calling our attention back to where she’s fanning her face. “That’s s
tsweet!”
s  It’s also, absolutely, so true.
g Can’t believe 'm actually admitting it.
1 “Your turn, son,” Walter encourages from across the tiny aisle. “You better make it a good one
too, or I foresee someone sleeping on the couch tonight.”
it  Lark uncomfortably chuckles prior to clearing his throat. “I guess for me it was the night sh



accidentally fell asleep on the aforementioned couch.”
My head cocks in confusion.
His stare falls back to mine at the same time he recalls, “You’d come over after work to watcl
hockey with me, which you know, isn’t unusual. You brought an extra-large sausage and black olive
pizza. You always fold your slices like some sort of anarchist—"
“I don’t want the toppings to fall off!”
g “You didn’t even finish your beer before you were dozing off that night. Half-awake you ha
mentioned that it had been a rough couple of days at your apartment. Kammy had been havin,
nightmares, waking up screaming like Freddy Krueger was after her, and you had been helpin;
Pammy get her back down because...well because you’re always there when a friend needs you.”

Veneration immediately blooms in my gaze.

“You, eventually, just crashed. Head on my shoulder. Tiny body curled under the Dragons blanke
hSparrow had gotten me for Christmas. I lied the next morning and told you we both just drifted of
there, but the truth 1s, I stayed there on purpose. I.../iked the feeling of falling asleep next to you
O>Waking up next to you. Just...being next to you.” His Adam’s Apple dives deep before proceeding
“It just felt right.”

“Awwwww,” Agatha chimes in, again yet receives neither of our stares.

a  Being stunned almost completely silent leaves me incapable of whispering out more than on
tword. “Really?”

“Really,” Lark whispers back.

a  Excitement and disbelief collide into one another, pushing my mouth towards his. Unfortunately
I’m a split second too slow. Snowflakes interrupt what could’ve been our second kiss — one that wi

ewould actually talk about, unlike the first — by landing in the small space between us.

y  He leans back and smiles widely. “Ever caught one on your tongue before?”

t  “No.” I quickly shake my head. “No. No. No. We were always indoor people when the snow hit

,My mom hates what it does to her hair, and my dad hates what it does to his nicer suits.”

n  “The boys have been catching flakes on their tongues since they were babies,” Agatha describes

know receiving our attention. “We didn’t even teach ’em that.”

> “Nope,” Walter lightly chortles, despite the small wheeze we can hear. “They just opened thei

ebig mouths wide, moved their tongues to the best of their little ability, and tasted Christmas all o

etheir own.”

1 “We still do it,” Lark informs at the same time he tips his head back, opens his mouth, and extend
his tongue to catch one. As soon as one lands on it, we lock eyes again. “Give it a shot.”

e “0Oo0,” Agatha giggles and pats my knee, “you should, sugar plum. It’s a silly, fun thing we all do
See.” She mimics her son’s actions only seconds prior to her husband doing it, too.

Not wanting to stick out, and a little curious what “Christmas” tastes like, I follow suit. With m

bhead leaned back, I open my mouth wide to let the little flakes dance across it. There’s no specia
taste or mind-blowing flavor, but the sounds of everyone snickering about how silly they look and fee
are the real treat.

One long, laughter-filled sleigh ride later, me, Lark, and my backpack are slipping into his roor

,while his parents relocate to theirs. He makes sure to lock the door behind us in preparation for :
terrible scenario such as his mother bursting into the room unannounced — her favorite thing — an
eseeing us sleeping separately.



Honestly, after what we said about each other on the sleigh, part of me is hoping we’ll be doing 1
together.
h  Nervousness rushes up my spine, causing me to unconsciously shiver.
s  Lark doesn’t miss the action nor does he let it go unnoted. “Cold?”
[ fear the truth may very well be much more arctic than ’'m slightly feeling. “A little.”
“It’s probably the hardwood floors,” he states at the same time he steps closer making it harde
Ifor me to breathe. “They don’t exactly help.”
“No...they...um...they don’t.”
“Want me to warm you up?”
Unsure of what exactly he’s implying or if he’s implying exactly what I want him to, I stay glued 1
place and let hope flood my stare. “Whatcha thinkin’? Hot chocolate? Bourbon? Bran—"
t  Lark’s lips crush mine with more force than they did the day before. Yesterday’s was caked 1
Tcuriosity. Caution. Today, it’s packed with precision. Purpose. The loud whimper that breaks fre
L.prompts him into roughly pulling me closer, lifting me up by the ass, and effortlessly carrying me ove
r.to his bed. I’'m gingerly thrown on it, and he swiftly blankets my body before I’ve even had a momer
to breathe. Our tongues and limbs tangle like they’ve been waiting for a moment like this to appeai
Kelly Clarkson’s famous tune threatens to echo throughout my mind; however, Lark’s rapid yanking a
emy attire annihilates the opportunity.
There’s no stopping the snowballing speed we’ve stumbled into. He tugs away one articls
followed promptly by another. His determination resembles that of a child who can’t focus o
ranything other than unwrapping the one present he believes is everything he’s ever wanted. [ paw a
ethe material blocking my view in a similar fashion, knowing I’ve dreamed about this happening to
often to be considered healthy. Our mouths only part far enough to give us the space to get naked, and
once we are, we only allow ourselves the briefest moment to admire each other in our new states.
. Lark beams brightly as though he’s been blessed with some sort of mind-blowing miracle, while
simply do everything in my power not to drool over the collection of abs, biceps, triceps, and hug
,dick that make up the man I’m, undoubtedly, crazy about. He keeps his crystal gaze glued to me
sweeping my shape curve by curve, but uses his right hand to brush past me for his nightstand drawe
rin a fumbling pursuit of protection.
n  Everything that happens next is done in what feels like a single blink.
I swear, one moment I’'m watching him tear open the condom and the next he’s covering my mout!
sto muffle my screams. We seem to bypass all the things branded “love making” to fuck like fresh t
the industry porn stars with something to prove. He groans loudly against my ear. Huffing. Cursing
.Clamping the lobe each time he harshly thrusts. I cry against his palm in tandem to my pussy wailin;
around his cock. My legs are wound tightly around him as though the smallest amount of space give:
ywill somehow end everything. The muscles in them flex and squeeze to the same pattern the one
Ibetween my hips are, trapping him in a tornado of titillating tension.
1 Lark drops his hand from my mouth to my hip, his face to the crook of my neck, and lets out :
hungry howl. The majority of his weight rests on his other arm, yet the bit that doesn’t adds delectabl
npressure in all the right ways.
a My nails eagerly roam his tan skin, scratching my approval into it every time he dives to the dee]
ddepths I haven’t had anyone visit since I moved here. Our moans oscillate to the same rhythm of ou
hips, and the constant colliding calls to us both to cave, a command that we can’t continue to ignor:
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tfor much longer. Grunts are exchanged for greedy gasps. Harsh heaves rewarded for the nips taken a
his shoulder. Surges of wetness are greeted by more and more swelling from his cock. The harder h
gets, warning of how close he is to truly breaking, the more my back bows off the bed in desperatio:
to do the same.

On a shared sigh of surrender, the two of us let go together. Our bodies shake simultaneously, an
rour moans of satisfaction are smothered by our mouths frantically moving against one another.
Well, damn.
Just when I thought I couldn’t want to be his real future bride any more than I already did...zAi
happens.

n  D’m starting to wonder...am I too old to write to Santa and request Lark Wellington for more tha;

just one phony Christmas proposal?
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for much longer. Grunts are exchanged for greedy gasps. Harsh heaves rewarded for the nips taken at
his shoulder. Surges of wetness are greeted by more and more swelling from his cock. The harder he
gets, warning of how close he is to truly breaking, the more my back bows off the bed in desperation
to do the same.

On a shared sigh of surrender, the two of us let go together. Our bodies shake simultaneously, and
our moans of satisfaction are smothered by our mouths frantically moving against one another.

Well, damn.

Just when I thought I couldn’t want to be his real future bride any more than I already did...zhis
happens.

I’m starting to wonder...am I too old to write to Santa and request Lark Wellington for more than
just one phony Christmas proposal?



CHAPTER FIVE
Lark

H AvinG DA’Nixka MarTiv in my arms all night is the best Christmas gift a guy could ever ask for.

Waking up to her sucking my cock on Christmas Eve morning, however, is a close second.

She spins her tongue masterfully around the tip, teasing the slit. The light touches create a
aggravating need to shove her head down, and not submitting to the urge is what forces me to clutc!
the bedsheet in restraint. Darkness throughout the room prevents me from watching her tauntin;
actions, but I’'m thankful for it. Something tells me if I could watch the little seductress do what it 1
she’s doing, I would be blowing my load long before she even gets off one good suck.

Inch by inch my dick is finally allowed to glide further through the wet confines of her moutk
Each step of the way, the suctioning increases, skillfully locking my swollen shaft inside. Stron;
brushes are given on the underside, coaxing my cum to crawl from where it’s slumbering in my ball
to savagely spray the back of her throat. My hold on the fabric tightens as she begins to slowly bob
Sounds of spit being sloshed around, up and down my dick, ruthlessly bounce off the walls, quickl
shoving me even closer to the edge. Her thin fingers caressing and fondling and gently tugging my nut
without being told, without being asked, without being prompted cause louder and louder groans t
pour out of me. Da’Nika happily hums in approval from the bursts of pre cum continuously seepin;
free 1in my struggle to hold back, and the unneeded added vibrations result in me swinging a pillov
over my face to muffle the barked curses that need to escape. I grunt and groan against the blockad:
while lifting my hips to meet the increasingly sloppy slurping. The hysteria of my movements 1
echoed by the haste of hers until she’s awarded scorching surge after surge to swallow. I abandon th
sheet to let my fingers tangle lovingly in her locks, wanting her to not only stay in place while sh
guzzles it down, but to know I approve of the action.

Appreciate a woman who 1sn’t afraid to devour every drop.

When I finally let go of her hair, she removes herself from the area and coos, “Merry Christma
Eve, Lark.”

“Merry fucking Christmas Eve, babe.”

“What?”

Banishing the pillow back to the bed, I repeat myself, though sweeten the sentiments, “Merr
Christmas Eve to you, too, babe.”

Da’Nika’s fingertips lightly stroke my thighs at the same time she says, “I love when you call m
babe.”

I let a smile slide onto my face. “I love it, too.”

Silence momentarily settles between us, and I use it to prepare an easy segue.

One where I declare that’s not the only thing I love.

One where I declare I was too stupid to not just give in to these feelings before.

One where I declare she’s mine and she’s always been mine and she’ll always be mine.

My mouth cracks open to begin, only to be interrupted by a faint buzzing sound.

“Do you hear that?” Da’Nika cautiously asks. “Is that...is that a vibrator? Do you have :



vibrator?”

“What the fuck would I have a vibrator for?”

“Are you asking me like what are they used for, or why they’re imperative to a happy sex life?”

“Wait, is that my phone?” Her body peels itself off of mine, and a low growl of disapproval i
immediate. “I think that’s my phone.”

“Your phone makes more sense than a random vibrator.”

“Does 1t?” She teases during her shuffling around.

I lightly snicker at her retort and sit up completely, anxious to know who is texting her at this tim
of night.

Correction.

Morning.

Who the fuck is about to be very disappointed she is no longer available for pre-work hook ups o
coffee dates?

Her phone suddenly illuminates her early morning face and keeping jealousy out of my voic:
increases exponentially. “Who was it?”

“Missed call from Pammy.”

My shoulders promptly sink in relief.

“Several missed calls from Pammy, actually.”

“You think something’s wrong?”

“She only calls when there 1s.”

“Oh, shit,” I thoughtlessly mumble out.

“Yeah, I’'m gonna go downstairs to the kitchen, get a drink — you know to wash away the taste 1
my mouth — and call her back. Want anything while I’m in there?”

“Nah, I’'m good. Thanks for the thought.”

“Anytime,” Da’Nika sweetly announces prior to stating, “but you should know, I’'m too lazy t
look for my clothes, so I’'m throwing on your sweater from last night instead.”

Another big, bright grin crawls onto my face. “Not a problem for me, babe.”

It’s impossible not to hear the happiness in her response. “Good.”

I watch Da’Nika use the light of her phone to find the discarded gray sweater, shimmy it on, an
slip out of the room.

Talk about a sight I can’t wait to see again and again.

The woman I’m in love with walking around my house like it’s hers too.

One day 1t will be.

One day soon, I hope.
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“Nah, I’'m good. Thanks for the thought.”

“Anytime,” Da’Nika sweetly announces prior to stating, “but you should know, I’m too lazy to
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CHAPTER SIX
Da’Nika

“P avmy, why ARE you yelling at me?” I quietly question as I lean against the island in Lark’s kitchen.
“What do you mean why am I yelling at you?! You’re not in your bed like you’re supposed to be!”
[

“Why didn’t you call me or text me that you weren’t coming home?”

>

“Do you have any idea how worried Kammy was when she got up at two in the morning to craw
into bed with you, and you weren’t there?!”

[

“Where are you? Where the hell are you? I’ve been texting you and calling you like crazy! Tell m
you’re somewhere safe! Tell me your car didn’t break down, again, and you had to sleep in it o
something, It’s below freezing outside!”

“I'm fine,” I finally say, now that I’'m given the chance. “I spent the night at Lark’s.”

“What? Why?”

“Seriously? I told you all about this before I left work yesterday.”

There’s a small pause proceeded by, “Did you? I mean, was I really listening or doing that thin,
where I think I’m listening because I’m multitasking but really I’m accidentally ignoring you and wil
be completely clueless about whatever it is you’re talking about when you bring it up later 1
conversation?”

“Gonna go with context clues here and say that one.”

She sucks in a breath and quickly apologizes, “I’m sorry, Da’Nika. Everything was so crazy wit
order mix-ups and mislabeled paperwork that I totally spaced.”

I pull my hair to one side of my face and poke the situation, “Obviously.”

“Yeah, shit friend extraordinaire here. You can chew me out about that later, but you can refres!
my memory now. Why’d you spend the night at Lark’s again?”

“He needed a favor.”

“Like...a favor with your clothes on or off?”

The latter definitely happened, too.

But, since we both got off the three times we went at it, is it really a favor at that point?

“Da’Nika...”

“He um...He just needed me to pretend to be his fiancée for a few days to impress his parents.”
turn around to grab the water bottle I had put down when she picked up. “No big—" Agatha an
Walter’s equally appalled and angry expressions have me whispering out the last word. “—deal...I-1
I...gotta go.”

“But—"

“I’1l see you at the store.”

Another sound is made from my best friend, but it’s cut off by me hanging up.

Uncertain there’s anything I can say that wornt make the situation worse, I simply wince 1



discomfort and press my lips together.
“Lark!” Agatha shouts at the top of her lungs sounding like a tea kettle. “Lark!” She barely pause
to demand, ““You come down here this instant! This very instant, young man!”
We wait in awkward, eye-avoiding silence for him to join us.
The moment he comes barreling into the room, he frantically asks, “What?! What?! Wha
happened? What’s wrong?! Is it Oren?! Is it Sparrow? Did something happen to Sparrow?!”
His mother motions her hand my direction. “Care to explain this?”
., “My half-naked fiancée getting a drink of water in the kitchen?” He lightly chortles despite m
cringing. “Not exactly worth all the yelling, Mom.”
“You mean your fake fiancée,” she snips.
Lark’s eyes immediately widen.
1 “Yeah...” Walter lets out a disappointed sigh. “We...overheard Da’Nika on the phone—"

“Is that beautiful name even really hers?!” Agatha squawks.

“Yes, that’s my real name,” I quietly interject.

Her disapproving gaze soars my direction.

“And, that’s my real cue to...go...” Clearing my throat, I prepare to swiftly exit the kitchen, ye
pause to say, “Look, Mr. and Mrs. Welhngton, I’m sorry for lying to you both. I really am, but I wa
just trying to be there when my friend said he needed me. I’'m sorry it hurt either of you. You’re bot
just the sweetest people. I...,” another broken sigh falls free, “I’m grateful you let me spend this tim
with your family during the holidays. It’s more than I’ve ever really had before.”

A glimpse of sadness flashes in their stares.

o
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1 “Merry Christmas, Wellingtons.”
0 Lark does his best to speak, “Da’Nika—"
“It’s okay,” I speedily say as [ move past him. “I’m just gonna get my stuff and head to the stor:
early.”

“But

“Lark,” his mother cuts him off, commanding his attention. “We want an explanation.”

“A damn good one...” Walter echoes.

Our eyes don’t meet again, which is probably for the best.

Not sure I could take seeing sadness, betrayal, and the truth that everything we were experiencin;
was, most likely, just make-believe that we took a little too far.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Lark

I xvew THIS morning was too good to be true.

[ knew everything was a little too sweet and smooth to last.

Like a good glass of Guinness, it came and left too quickly.

Now, I’m sitting at my kitchen table being denied homemade waffles, sitting next to my brother
who 1s chuckling like a stereotypical comic book villain, while my nephew basically bathes in syryj
on the other side of him as he watches Christmas cartoons on his tablet.

“You can explain yourself now,” Mom insists from behind her cup of coffee. “Now that we’ve al
had food—"

“I ' haven’t had food,” I quietly mutter under my breath.

“—and don’t have to process this information on an empty stomach.”

“Told you this shit would blow up in your face.”

“You knew??!” Mom squeaks in outrage.

Seeing the opportunity not to be the only one in trouble has me childishly confessing, “He did
Mom. He knew, and he didn’t even try to stop me.”

“Sparrow!”

L

“How could you?” She snatches his half-eaten plate away and puts it out of his reach. “Hov
could you help your brother /ie to us?”

He hits me with narrowed eyes and a displeased smirk. “I hope Santa shoves coal where I plan o
shoving my foot when we get up from this table.”

“Dad, no one should want Santa to give them coal,” Oren ofthandedly says, proving he’
somewhat listening.

I’d take coal over the giant, gaping hole that’s in my chest.

Da’Nika didn’t even say goodbye when she left.

Just grabbed her shit and bolted.

Hard to blame her, considering my mom sounded like she was channeling her inner Charli
Brown’s teacher with all the incoherent babbles and blubbering.

[ would’ve made an excuse to go, too, if it were an option.

“Lark,” Dad quietly begins from where he’s standing beside the island, guarding the waffles fror
my consumption, “why’d you lie? Why’d you put on this whole production just to deceive us, son?”

I give my unwashed hair a small ruffle prior to admitting, “I was tired of all the relentles
questioning of when I’m going to settle down. When I’m going to give Oren a cousin to play witk
When am I gonna help grow this family? I just...,” my hands fold on the table in front of me, “wante:
one Christmas where my lack of love life wasn’t the key subject. And, I knew with...this being th
first year without...,” I silently say her name not wanting to upset my brother or his son, “that ther:
was no way it wasn’t going to happen. I knew your speeches would start revolving around life’s to
short to work so much and live so little, and I just didn’t wanna hear it. So...I. Lied. I made up havin;



a girlfriend and planning to get engaged. Figured I could get through Christmas in peace. Tell you sh
said no or called it off after the holidays and have one year where I didn’t feel like shit for bein,
single.”

“Aw, Lark, honey,” Mom sweetly states at the same time she places her hand on top of mine. “W
don’t mean to make you feel bad for not being married yet. We just don’t want you to end up havin;
missed out on so much because you were so busy trying to build the business up.”

“Son,” Dad takes over steering the conversation, “we’re so proud of you and where you’ve take:
the shop. You’ve expanded on all the ideas. Added your own. Turned our little business int
something that was recognized on national television.”

“We show that TV clip to people every chance we get.”

“You have secured the family legacy in very important ways, but we don’t want your dedication t

“that to supersede the one of living a life outside of the office.” He does his best to offer me a smile
“We just want you to know life is better when you enjoy all it has to offer instead of just part of it.”

“They’re right,” Sparrow unexpectedly chimes in. “You do work...way more than you have to.
mean, ’'m grateful for all the extra hours you put in, which has always made it easier for me to b
with my family, but you 're my family, too, Lark. I wouldn’t mind more time together to catch a gam
or grab a beer or really anything that isn’t shop related. I know you’ve been making more of an effor
this year since...,” he stops short of expressing the obvious why, “and it’s appreciated by all of us

lbut I wouldn’t mind seeing my little brother experience some of the happiness I’ve been fortunat
“enough to have.”

Guilt has me gliding further down into my chair.

Arranged the whole fake fiancée thing to avoid this lecture, and yet it still happened.

Karma?

Is that you dressed in a Santa suit?

“I don’t approve of you lying to us, Lark,” Mom scolds, steering my stare back to her, “but what
dlsapprove of more 1s you two lying to each other.”

Confusion has me scrunching my brow.

“You two may have been pretending to be engaged, but you were far from pretending to be 1
love.” She gleefully giggles and lifts her cup to her lips for another drink. “It was so cute to see!”

“We’re not...” The sentence abruptly stops mid forming thanks to me shaking my head. “I'r
not...” I immediately cut off what I know is another lie. “She’s not... We’re...”

“Two of the worst actors in the whole world,” Sparrow playfully criticizes.

“Agreed,” Dad lightly laughs. “You’re crazy about each other. And, the only thing crazier than yor
are about one another 1s the fact you’re not already together.”

My family’s shrewd observations render me completely speechless.

“Swear to me you’ll go get her to make your relationship real when she gets off of work and tha
you won’t lie to us again, and you can have a waffle,” Mom warmly informs.

That’s exactly what I want.

[ want Da’Nika here with us for this holiday and al// holidays.

[ want her laughing and smiling and sassing me and my brother.

I want her learning our traditions — not because she’s trying to con my parents into believing she’
about to be part of this family but because she is part of this family.

[ want that more than anything else I’ve ever wanted in my entire life.
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Including the chocolate chip pecan waffles taunting me from the countertop.

“I swear [ won’t lie to you again.”

Dad gives me a pointed look. “And?”

“And, I swear to go get my girl as soon as she gets off of work.”

“That’s my boy,” Dad joyfully states as he brings over the plate.

“She can help me cook tonight!” Mom enthusiastically proclaims. “Ooo, I can even show her th

nsuper special secret to making perfect twice-baked, mashed potatoes.”
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“Isn’t it just butter?” Sparrow casually questions.

Her glare lands on him. “For that, you don’t get your waffles back.”

“I’ll take ’em,” I playfully volunteer.

Laughter swirls around my kitchen causing the noticeable ache in my chest to increase.
It’11 be gone 1n just a few hours.

Gone for good.

Forever.

Once Da’Nika’s officially mine, that feeling will disappear permanently.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Da’Nika

“H ave A Merry Christmas!” 1 joyfully state to our last customer of the day.

The woman adjusts her grip on the candy cane floral arrangement she’s taking to her mother at th
nursing home. “You, too!”

Pammy waits until she’s exited the store to sigh, “Is it wrong I wish we were open regular hour
so [ don’t have to rush off to spend more time with my parents?”’

There’s no need to hide my giggling. “Maybe a little.”

“Ugh,” my best friend groans and leans her lanky frame against the counter. “They’re jus
so...exhausting.” She toys with the end of her braided black hair. “Plus arguing about me keepin,
this place over glasses of wine at their winter cabin is like the least holiday-spirited thing I can thin
of.”

“Sorry...” I offer her a sympathetic smile. “That does sound sucky. Not as sucky as sitting all b:
yourself on the uneven couch eating a turkey and cheese Hot Pocket while watching Gremlins, but it’
definitely up there.”

Her face winces in response to the description. “You know you’re always welcome to join my
and Kammy. I can just take you with me instead of dropping you back at the apartment. You know you
goddaughter /oves having you around, and my parents won’t mind...And, even if they do, fuck ’enr
It’s Christmas.”

“Weird pairing of words, but I’ll be okay.” I let out a soft sigh and fold my arms across my nerd
Rudolph sweater. “Really.”

“You’re lying.”

Oh, I most certainly am.

I thought not telling someone how you truly feel is the worst thing you can do 1n a situation like th
one we were in. Turns out, the worst thing you can do is develop real feelings in a fake romance. O1
more accurately, expose your real feelings in a fake romance. God, you’d think I’ve never sat throug
a Lifetime Channel holiday movie marathon with the chick flick-loving Latino beside me and learne«
that this whole scenario was only going to end badly.

Which it did.

What hurts even more than knowing I hurt good people in the process is this longing for someon
who was never really mine to begin with.

Who will never really be mine.

“I’'m sure after the holidays,” my gaze drifts to my feet, “and everything blows over and Lark cai
forgive me for fucking up his Christmas plan—"

“Scheme.”

“—things will be back to normal.”

“Is that really what you want, though?”’

Her question warrants my stare.

“To just go back to being friends?”



The opportunity to answer is cut off by the chiming of the door.

“Sorry, sir,” Pammy states slowly, “but um...we’re closed. You can’t come in here.”

“Can you make an exception?”’

Lark’s unexpected voice causes me to whip around in surprise, while my best friend slowly back
herself inconspicuously out of the situation. “Wh-wh-what are you doing here?”

“I came to pick up my Mrs. Claus,” he casually states and points to the Santa hat on his head
“Isn’t 1t obvious?”

I do my best to keep my voice steady. “You know, we don’t have to pretend to be married an

“more or almost married.”

“What if I don’t wanna pretend?” His body parks itself right on the other side of the counter
“What if I was never really pretending to be in love with you?” Lark leans a little closer. “What if
know you were never really pretending to be in love with me?”

My heart pounds rapidly against my rib cage.

“What if this whole fake bride thing was just a weird, Christmas miracle to bring two people wh

Ehave been wanting to be together...together?”

Hope overwhelms my stare as well as my smile.

“Two people who were, initially, being held back by their fears or their past or just their ow:
Zstupidity but were allowed a chance to see how great they are together, how they belong together
through unusual pretense.”

I plant my palms firmly on the counter and close the gap between us even more. “If that’s the cas:

w

2

r : .
) “Oh, 1t absolutely 1s.”

“Then I’ve only got one question...”
g “What’s that?”

My head tilts teasingly to one side. “Where’s my hat, Mr. Claus?”
“In my s/eigh,” he motions his head in the direction of the door to imply his truck. “Along with :
fresh cup of hot chocolate and a cinnamon delight cookie decorated courtesy of Oren.”
“Aw, he decorated me a cookie?”
“Pretty sure he decorated me — Santa — a cookie but being that you’re my other half and all I'r
t;Willing to share.”
We exchange wide mouth laughs and smiles that are only ceased by Pammy shooing us out of th
store. “You two go ahead and get out of here.”
I glance over my shoulder at her. “You sure? I can help you close up. It’s not a problem. It doesn’
_exactly take that long.”
" “Nah,” she happily sighs, “go start...a new holiday tradition where your dreamy boyfriend come
to pick you up for work on Christmas Eve to do more than eat hot pockets and watch horror movies 1
your PJs.”
“That doesn’t sound half bad,” Lark nonchalantly replies. “Not nearly as amazing as traditiona
steak and twice-baked, mashed potatoes but a close contender.”
“How awful is your Mom’s cooking that that s a close contender?” Pammy immediately gags.
“Oh, no, that shit’s fucking great,” he informs while I grab my purse from the cabinet underneat
the counter and make my way around to him. “It’s just hard to pass up a night on the couch eatin;
crappy food in comfy clothes.”



“After they leave,” I insist at the same time I grab his hand. “We do that the day after they leave.”
“Can we have pizza?”
“Yup.”
s  “Beer?”
“Always.”
. “Black Christmas?”
“Something we should make a new tradition of watching the day after actual Christmas.”
y  “Deal.”
The two of us happily snicker in agreement, warmly bid my best friend goodbye, and relocate t
~his toasty truck.
I Sure enough, there’s a hot chocolate and cookie waiting, prompting me to tease, “Is this comin;
out of our year’s supply arrangement, or is it on the house since I, technically, didn’t order 1t?”
Lark lets the corner of his mouth pull upward prior to leaning over to purr, “It’ll always be on th
dhouse for you, babe. Perk of being my future bride. Fake or real.”
Instead of questioning the marriage comment knowing someday I want it to be real, too, I simpl
press my lips softly against his, signaling the true end of our phony relationship and the sweet start o
nour future one.
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“After they leave,” I insist at the same time I grab his hand. ““We do that the day after they leave.”

“Can we have pizza?”

“Yup.”

“Beer?”

“Always.”

“Black Christmas?”

“Something we should make a new tradition of watching the day after actual Christmas.”

“Deal.”

The two of us happily snicker in agreement, warmly bid my best friend goodbye, and relocate to
his toasty truck.

Sure enough, there’s a hot chocolate and cookie waiting, prompting me to tease, “Is this coming
out of our year’s supply arrangement, or is it on the house since I, technically, didn’t order 1t?”

Lark lets the corner of his mouth pull upward prior to leaning over to purr, “It’ll always be on the
house for you, babe. Perk of being my future bride. Fake or real.”

Instead of questioning the marriage comment knowing someday I want it to be real, too, I simply
press my lips softly against his, signaling the true end of our phony relationship and the sweet start of
our future one.



EPILOGUE
Da’Nika

Almost two years later ...

“Tuere’s My OTHER favorite girl,” Lark coos as he transfers Wren, our six-month-old, from he
nursery teacher’s arms to his. “Daddy’s missed you both like crazy.”

“That’s what happens when you go away with Richard to a tax seminar in Vegas for three days,”
sassily remind him while retrieving her diaper bag.

“Doesn’t matter where I am or how much fun I may be having...if I’'m not with you two, I mis
you.”

It’s not like he didn’t call or video chat us while he was away. It’s also not like it was tota
misery without him. Wren and Sammy, Pammy’s baby with her husband Richard who does the store’
accounting and now gives tips to my own husband in the same avenue, are only a couple weeks apat
in age and baby besties. They’re always playing together in their small class at Little Elves Privat
Preschool, plus whenever we can, we have “family days” in which she brings her family over an
Sparrow — who is still single — comes over with Oren to eat, play games, and, sometimes, make craft
together. Occasionally, we’ll watch a movie, but the kids prefer when we’re being active, an
honestly? I like keeping couch dates for after Wren has gone to bed or is sleeping over at her Uncle’
type of thing.

Helps keep me and Lark connected to how we became friends.

How we spent many of our early days.

How he proposed to me for real only a month after Christmas passed.

Despite the commentary from some that we were moving too fast and that we wouldn’t last, wi
had no doubts that we would. We promised to keep being honest about our feelings with one anothe
after hiding them for too long, which has made our relationship ten times easier. He asked me to mow:
in the day his parents officially left. Told me he was ready to marry me any day I wanted. I kept th
line of communication open when expressing I could care less if my parents were there — which the:
weren’t because of an already paid for vacation in Bali — but had to have his around. I was also blur
as fuck when I told him, on our honeymoon night, I wanted to have his baby. From the outside, it look
like everything has happened in a whirlwind, but to the two of us? Well, things are soaring along a
the perfect speed.

I drape Wren’s Nightmare Before Christmas bag over my shoulder, check the paperwork on he
classroom assigned tablet, and wish her teachers to have a good weekend.

Lark echoes my sentiments prior to him saying, “Can Daddy have a kiss?”

Her bright blue eyes widen, and a split second later, she’s full on headbutting him.

I helplessly laugh at her unmastered ability. “Warned you about teaching her to headbang s«
young,”

“Oh, this act of war masked as love is my fault?” Lark teases back while exiting the main door
to the building.



“Well, it’s not my fault. I'm graceful.”

“You spilled your cold brew all over me the morning I left.”

“Maybe that wasn’t an accident...”

“Was that an act of war masked as an accident?” His tone maintains light and playful. “Because
I’m starting to feel my girls have started a coupe. Who planted the seeds of discourse while I wa
away? Sparrow? Oren? Dad, when I wouldn’t fly him out to join us in Vegas?”’

More snickers spring from both of us, and regardless of the fact Wren has no idea what we’r
laughing about, she joins in.

Agatha and Walter love their grandchildren so much they’re debating on moving back to be witl
them. We’ve had many family meetings and debates on the subject; however, ultimately, it’s going t
Ibe whatever they choose. They want to spend the time they have left being happy, which 1s somethin;

Sparrow and Lark seem to understand on a deeper level since having lost Jeanie. Her presence i
Smissed at the holidays and gatherings, but I do everything I can to give Oren the best aunt experienc
possible. I know it pales in comparison, yet it doesn’t stop me from trying or Sparrow fror
‘expressing his appreciation.
A few steps away from the truck, Lark abruptly stops and asks, “Did you see that?”
“See what?”
He lets a beat pass before pointing to the object. “First snowflake of the season.”
The corner of my lip tugs upward. “Strangely enough, this makes me wanna sing ‘It’s Beginning t«
SLook A Lot Like Christmas’.”
1 “Nope. No-huh. Too early.”
$  “So’s the snow!”

“Even ifitis, no—"

His objection is abruptly cut off by the sweet sight of our baby girl, tipping her head back with he
mouth wide open to try to catch one. She sways back and forth in his clutches determined to tast
whatever it is that’s falling from the sky. Her father immediately starts coaching her through i

®demonstrating how it’s done, and seeing the Wellington tradition alive and well swiftly swells m
Theart.

©  Inever thought a little bit of pretending would lead me to the realest experiences I’ve ever had i
°my whole life.

Y And, maybe to an outsider it wasn’t the most traditional way to start a relationship, but it wa

tdefinitely Christmas-themed, making it the Mistletoe, Montana way, without a doubt.
S
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r Thank you so much for reading Sleigh Bride by Xavier Neal. You can read about romances that take
place at the university Da’Nika graduated from in CAN’T BLOCK MY LOVE.
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“Well, it’s not my fault. I’'m graceful.”

“You spilled your cold brew all over me the morning I left.”

“Maybe that wasn’t an accident...”

“Was that an act of war masked as an accident?” His tone maintains light and playful. “Because,
I’m starting to feel my girls have started a coupe. Who planted the seeds of discourse while I was
away? Sparrow? Oren? Dad, when [ wouldn’t fly him out to join us in Vegas?”

More snickers spring from both of us, and regardless of the fact Wren has no idea what we’re
laughing about, she joins in.

Agatha and Walter love their grandchildren so much they’re debating on moving back to be with
them. We’ve had many family meetings and debates on the subject; however, ultimately, it’s going to
be whatever they choose. They want to spend the time they have left being happy, which is something
Sparrow and Lark seem to understand on a deeper level since having lost Jeanie. Her presence is
missed at the holidays and gatherings, but I do everything I can to give Oren the best aunt experience
possible. I know it pales in comparison, yet it doesn’t stop me from trying or Sparrow from
expressing his appreciation.

A few steps away from the truck, Lark abruptly stops and asks, “Did you see that?”

“See what?”

He lets a beat pass before pointing to the object. “First snowflake of the season.”

The corner of my lip tugs upward. “Strangely enough, this makes me wanna sing ‘It’s Beginning to
Look A Lot Like Christmas’.”

“Nope. No-huh. Too early.”

“So’s the snow!”

“Even if it is, no—"

His objection is abruptly cut off by the sweet sight of our baby girl, tipping her head back with her
mouth wide open to try to catch one. She sways back and forth in his clutches determined to taste
whatever it is that’s falling from the sky. Her father immediately starts coaching her through it,
demonstrating how it’s done, and seeing the Wellington tradition alive and well swiftly swells my
heart.

I never thought a little bit of pretending would lead me to the realest experiences I’ve ever had in
my whole life.

And, maybe to an outsider it wasn’t the most traditional way to start a relationship, but it was
definitely Christmas-themed, making it the Mistletoe, Montana way, without a doubt.
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Thank you so much for reading Sleigh Bride by Xavier Neal. You can read about romances that take
place at the university Da’Nika graduated from in CAN’T BLOCK MY LOVE.
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PROLOGUE

2 years ago

“I can’t BELIEVE you’re doing this,” I tell her. Those long dark lashes frame her deep blue eyes as sh
blinks at me. She doesn’t respond. I knew she wouldn’t. When I walked in earlier and saw th
suitcases, my heart stopped. It fucking shattered the further into our apartment I stepped.

“You’ll be fine, Austin. She 1s your daughter too. Can’t you watch her for a little while? I need t«
find myself,” Moira says. I don’t understand. She’s twenty-seven. She has an incredible career as :
Marketing Executive. She wants for nothing more than a few days off with her friends each montk
And even then I support her when she tells me that she thinks better without the noise of our daughter.

“Find yourself? Are you fucking kidding me?” My tone is incredulous. I can’t handle the agon
that’s slicing through my chest. The woman I loved since I was nineteen, the mother of my daughter, 1
walking out and she doesn’t seem to care.

“Yes, Austen, I’'m not as lucky as you to have everything [ want.” The frustration in her tone, th
words she utters finally breaks me. “I mean...” she tries to backtrack, but there’s no taking back wha
she just said. There’s no way she can deny it.

“Fine. Take your shit and get out of my house. Make sure that when I get home with Chels thi
afternoon every damn trace of you is gone. And when my daughter asks where her mother went, I’l
tell her that you just weren’t good enough to be a mother.”

I don’t mean a word I say. They’re spat in anger and the way she looks at me tells me she doesn’
care either way. Perhaps it would be easier if she’d just left without a word. Maybe then I wouldn’
have to look at her and see how much she doesn’t love me, or my daughter.

“You don’t deserve happiness after what you’re about to do to Chelsea.”

She doesn’t respond, instead she stalks by me and into the bathroom. I can hear her moving abou
and I make my exit. I can’t deal with this right now. I have a little girl to look after and this time, n¢
woman is going to fuck me over.



PROLOGUE

2 years ago

“I can’t BELIEVE you’re doing this,” I tell her. Those long dark lashes frame her deep blue eyes as she
blinks at me. She doesn’t respond. I knew she wouldn’t. When I walked in earlier and saw the
suitcases, my heart stopped. It fucking shattered the further into our apartment I stepped.

“You’ll be fine, Austin. She is your daughter too. Can’t you watch her for a little while? I need to
find myself,” Moira says. I don’t understand. She’s twenty-seven. She has an incredible career as a
Marketing Executive. She wants for nothing more than a few days off with her friends each month.
And even then I support her when she tells me that she thinks better without the noise of our daughter.

“Find yourself? Are you fucking kidding me?” My tone is incredulous. I can’t handle the agony
that’s slicing through my chest. The woman I loved since I was nineteen, the mother of my daughter, is
walking out and she doesn’t seem to care.

“Yes, Austen, I’'m not as lucky as you to have everything [ want.” The frustration in her tone, the
words she utters finally breaks me. “I mean...” she tries to backtrack, but there’s no taking back what
she just said. There’s no way she can deny it.

“Fine. Take your shit and get out of my house. Make sure that when I get home with Chels this
afternoon every damn trace of you is gone. And when my daughter asks where her mother went, I’l1
tell her that you just weren’t good enough to be a mother.”

I don’t mean a word I say. They’re spat in anger and the way she looks at me tells me she doesn’t
care either way. Perhaps it would be easier if she’d just left without a word. Maybe then I wouldn’t
have to look at her and see how much she doesn’t love me, or my daughter.

“You don’t deserve happiness after what you’re about to do to Chelsea.”

She doesn’t respond, instead she stalks by me and into the bathroom. I can hear her moving about
and I make my exit. I can’t deal with this right now. I have a little girl to look after and this time, no
woman is going to fuck me over.



CHAPTER ONE

Austin

As we Ger closer to the festive season, people tend to come in with the flu more often than not
Especially kids. The winter has hit us hard this year and now that I’m hoping things will wind dow:
in time for Christmas, I have a feeling I’ll be run off my feet instead.

I knew today was going to be busy, but this is ridiculous. As one patient walked out, another thre:
had walked in. Running my own medical practice has been a dream of mine since I was a young bo
listening to my father tell me about his job. And now that my dream has materialized, I can’t imagin
my life without it.

It’s days like today I forget the hurt and pain I felt when Moira walked out. She upped and lei
Chelsea and me without so much as an explanation further than 7 need to find myself. My daughter ha
become my life. Outside of the regular patients, she’s the only other thing in my life that’s kept m
from depression. From the constant nagging in my mind that [ wasn’t man enough to keep my own wifi
from leaving.

Glancing at the time, I notice it’s five. I better get home. Lily is with Chelsea and I hate whe
they’re alone late into the evening. Not that it’s dangerous, but... if I was being completely honest,
just want to see Lily.

She stormed into my exam rooms a year ago. She’d fallen on some ice and twisted her ankle
Even then, with her tear streaked face and those pretty brown eyes, I can’t stop thinking about hei
When she mentioned she does a few babysitting gigs, I jumped at the chance to offer her a job.

Twelve months later, and Chelsea 1s as content as if Lily was her mother. Only twenty, the youn,
student has taken a hold of my life, and somehow weaseled her way into my mind at every second
Yes, I’ve developed feelings for my babysitter. But, as a divorced, thirty-three-year-old man, she’«
probably turn up her nose at the thought of a date with me.

It’s been a while since I even thought of a woman in that way after Moira left. Not to say ther:
aren’t any women who’d agree to a date, just none that caught my interest. Also, when you tell som
young woman you have a child, the first thing she’ll do is run the opposite way. Nobody wants t
become a step-mother. And I wouldn’t allow them into my life if I didn’t trust them wholeheartedl
anyway.

But with Lily, it’s different. She’s different. Each time she steps into my home, it’s as if sh
belongs there. The way she cares for my daughter i1t’s alluring. She’s a temptation. One that I canno
let myself succumb to.

Even so, it hasn’t stopped my fantasies. I’ve spent nights in bed, in the shower, thinking about he1
Finding myself hard as steel. My hand relieves the tension, but only until she bounds into my hous:
with her strawberry blonde hair and those doe eyes.

Her sweet smile seems to set my life right, but I can’t go there. This is the girl who looks after m
daughter. Those dark brown eyes that remind me of a strong black coffee, seem to look through me
As if she sees the pain, but also recognizes the man I once was. Before Moira ruined my life.

Shaking my head of the stupid thoughts, I grab my keys and make my way out to my Merlot



colored X5. It’s one of the possessions that I bought after becoming a single dad. It has space fo
Dash, our Golden retriever, and the back seat is spacious enough that I can do our shopping, and hav:
Chelsea in her car seat beside me.

The roads are quiet. A glance at the time tells me it’s almost six. I don’t live far from the practice
and in no time I’m pulling into the drive beside Lily’s little red Mini Cooper. Killing the engine, I exi
the car and push the lock button on the key fob.

Before I reach the door, it swings open and Chelsea comes bounding out. “Daddy!!!” Her swee

[;VOiCG stills any tension I may have felt during the day and I can’t help smiling at my little princess
My beautiful girl is my life. She jumps into my open arms and I lift her up, spinning her around, onl
to be gifted with her squeals of delight.

“Hey, munchkin. Have you been a good girl for Lily?” She nods, her little head up and dow:
which causes her to bounce her pigtails that she’s probably begged Lily to pin for her.

“Always, Daddy,” she giggles.

“Good girl,” I smile, planting a soft kiss on her forehead. As soon as I step through the door, th
scent of food hits me and I can’t help groaning. Setting my little girl down, I shut the door and hear
toward the kitchen where the smell of spices, herbs, and something delicious is wafting from.

The sight that meets me 1s more than decadent. Lily’s dressed in a pink summer dress that’s got
pattern of tiny white flowers. It hugs her torso tightly, but flares down to her knees. She’s got whit
ballet flats on her feet and I notice a small butterfly tattoo on her ankle. I’ve seen it before, and
IWondered if she had any others hidden from sight, but I never asked.

Her strawberry blonde hair is pinned up in a messy bun with long wavy strands framing her fac:
_and slender neck. A delicate gold chain hangs from her neck with the tiniest of pendants in the shap
“of a shortcake.

She’s got flour on her left cheek, her hand is furiously mixing batter of some sort in a large bowl
When I step into the kitchen, her head lifts and her dark gaze meets mine. A smile both beautiful ane
sexy lights her face and my heart thuds against my ribs. “Mr. Bailey, I’ve made some dinner for yor
and Chelsea. I hope that’s okay?”” She questions in her melodic tone. The same innocent voice I'r
yearning to hear her moan my name.

I can’t find words to respond. She’s baked with Chelsea before, but she’s never cooked us dinner
The tension in the air is stifling. Her body stills, waiting for me to respond.
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colored X5. It’s one of the possessions that I bought after becoming a single dad. It has space for
Dash, our Golden retriever, and the back seat 1s spacious enough that I can do our shopping, and have
Chelsea in her car seat beside me.

The roads are quiet. A glance at the time tells me it’s almost six. [ don’t live far from the practice,
and in no time I’m pulling into the drive beside Lily’s little red Mini Cooper. Killing the engine, I exit
the car and push the lock button on the key fob.

Before I reach the door, it swings open and Chelsea comes bounding out. “Daddy!!!” Her sweet
voice stills any tension I may have felt during the day and I can’t help smiling at my little princess.
My beautiful girl is my life. She jumps into my open arms and I lift her up, spinning her around, only
to be gifted with her squeals of delight.

“Hey, munchkin. Have you been a good girl for Lily?” She nods, her little head up and down
which causes her to bounce her pigtails that she’s probably begged Lily to pin for her.

“Always, Daddy,” she giggles.

“Good girl,” I smile, planting a soft kiss on her forehead. As soon as I step through the door, the
scent of food hits me and I can’t help groaning. Setting my little girl down, I shut the door and head
toward the kitchen where the smell of spices, herbs, and something delicious is wafting from.

The sight that meets me 1s more than decadent. Lily’s dressed in a pink summer dress that’s got a
pattern of tiny white flowers. It hugs her torso tightly, but flares down to her knees. She’s got white
ballet flats on her feet and I notice a small butterfly tattoo on her ankle. I’ve seen it before, and I
wondered if she had any others hidden from sight, but I never asked.

Her strawberry blonde hair is pinned up in a messy bun with long wavy strands framing her face
and slender neck. A delicate gold chain hangs from her neck with the tiniest of pendants in the shape
of a shortcake.

She’s got flour on her left cheek, her hand is furiously mixing batter of some sort in a large bowl.
When I step into the kitchen, her head lifts and her dark gaze meets mine. A smile both beautiful and
sexy lights her face and my heart thuds against my ribs. “Mr. Bailey, I’ve made some dinner for you
and Chelsea. I hope that’s okay?” She questions in her melodic tone. The same innocent voice I’m
yearning to hear her moan my name.

I can’t find words to respond. She’s baked with Chelsea before, but she’s never cooked us dinner.
The tension in the air is stifling. Her body stills, waiting for me to respond.



CHAPTER TWO
Lily

HE stares ar me for so long I think he’s angry, but then he grins. It stops my heart. The man i
handsome. With sharp features, a full head of messy black hair and those eyes. They’re as blue as th
sky. Like windows into the man himself. I love getting lost in them. I always find myself staring at hir
for a little too long.

He’s dressed in a light blue dress shirt and gray slacks. The local doctor. He’s loved by everyon
in town, even me. He’s thirteen years older than me, and totally off limits, but it doesn’t stop my
fantasizing about him. He doesn’t look old, in fact he looks like he’s in his late twenties.

It started the day he helped me when I twisted my ankle. I was in so much pain. When he’s stron;
hands touched my skin, heat jolted through me. And it wasn’t from the agony of my injury. Ever sinc
that day, I’ve been plagued with thoughts of him touching me again, in places only one boy has eve
touched.

“Lily, I told you, call me Austin. I'm not that old,” he chuckles and his eyes shimmer wit
mischief and... desire? “And you really didn’t have to. I’m sure I could’ve—"

“It’s my pleasure,” I cut him off immediately. “And it didn’t take very long.” When I smile at hirr
his gaze lingers on me. Almost too long. “I’m making short cake too. It’s my mom’s favorite recipe.”
continue mixing the dough. The strawberries I found in the fridge will be perfect on the top of thes:
with some whipped cream.

God, that sounds like an erotic fantasy waiting to happen.

Stifling a giggle, I watch Austin grab three plates and set them on the small dining table, wit
cutlery and some napkins. As I watch how he moves, I find myself enthralled with the man. I’
known him for a while and each time I’m around him, I see him as a father, but also as a man I’d lovi
to be with. He continues moving around the kitchen until the table is set for three.

“You’re joining us. No questions asked, okay?” Blue eyes pin me to the spot and I have t
swallow the lump that forms in my throat. He’s so beautiful.

Quickly, I nod, “Thank you. I didn’t expect to—"

“I insist.” This time it’s him interrupting me, but I can’t stop the smile on my face. Dropping m
gaze, | ready the mixture for the pan to ensure we have dessert in time for our after dinner treat. Wi
both move in sync around his small kitchen making it feel almost normal. Like I’m meant to be here.

It’s strange that for a successful doctor, he’s never bought a bigger house. Yes, he drives a flash
car, but there’s something down to earth and humbling about him. I turn in time with him and we finc
ourselves inches apart. His body heat sears me for a moment.

Lifting my gaze, I meet his eyes. “I...” My mouth is dry, it feels like I haven’t had anything r«
drink in months.

“Lily,” he murmurs my name, leaning in, his mouth is so close to mine I’m sure if I stood on my tij
toes, I’d be able to kiss him. Do I want to? Yes, yes, I do.

“Lily!” A shriek from the beautiful little girl echoes through the room. Without a second thought
I’m racing into the living room to find her dancing in front of the television to one of the pop bands I’«



been listening to earlier. “Look!” She points at the man on screen, the lead singer, who strangel
resembles her father. “It’s your boyfriend,” she informs me with a giggle which is sweet, ye
mischievous.

Shaking my head, I respond. “I don’t have a boyfriend, silly.” When I turn to get back to th
kitchen, I slam into a solid form, warmth cascades through me, over me, straight to the spot betwee:
my thighs. “Sorry, Mr. Bai—" catching myself on his name, [ amend by murmuring, “Austin,” it come
out breathy. Glancing up into his eyes, I notice it. The hunger in those depths swirling like a pool o
heated desire. He does want me. But he’s never made a move. There’s never been a moment where h
said 1t right out or even tried to kiss me. Since he’s come home tonight, it’s twice that we’ve foun
ourselves so close the electricity shoots through me, causing goosebumps to rise all over my skin.

His hands are on my shoulders. Our bodies pressed tightly together. But, as soon as the momer
arrived, it’s gone when Chelsea squeals with excitement at the songs on the TV.

“I should...” I gesture to the kitchen and he nods. Releasing me from his hold, Austin steps back
Once he releases me, I feel cold. I miss his touch. I want it. More than I’ve ever wanted a man before
—_If ’'m being completely honest, I want this. Him and Chelsea. I’ve grown to love them both in my ow:
“way.

Pushing past him, I make my way into the kitchen. I inhale a deep, cleansing breath to calm m

herratic heartbeat. This 1s going to be a long night. My shoulders tingle where he was holding me and

wonder how much longer we can skate past each other. I’'m unsure what’s happened today, but he’
never been so attentive. Unless, I’ve just never noticed it before.
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been listening to earlier. “Look!” She points at the man on screen, the lead singer, who strangely
resembles her father. “It’s your boyfriend,” she informs me with a giggle which is sweet, yet
mischievous.

Shaking my head, I respond. “I don’t have a boyfriend, silly.” When I turn to get back to the
kitchen, I slam into a solid form, warmth cascades through me, over me, straight to the spot between
my thighs. “Sorry, Mr. Bai—" catching myself on his name, [ amend by murmuring, “Austin,” it comes
out breathy. Glancing up into his eyes, I notice it. The hunger in those depths swirling like a pool of
heated desire. He does want me. But he’s never made a move. There’s never been a moment where he
said 1t right out or even tried to kiss me. Since he’s come home tonight, it’s twice that we’ve found
ourselves so close the electricity shoots through me, causing goosebumps to rise all over my skin.

His hands are on my shoulders. Our bodies pressed tightly together. But, as soon as the moment
arrived, it’s gone when Chelsea squeals with excitement at the songs on the TV.

“I should...” I gesture to the kitchen and he nods. Releasing me from his hold, Austin steps back.
Once he releases me, I feel cold. I miss his touch. I want it. More than I’ve ever wanted a man before.
If ’'m being completely honest, I want this. Him and Chelsea. I’ve grown to love them both in my own
way.

Pushing past him, I make my way into the kitchen. I inhale a deep, cleansing breath to calm my
erratic heartbeat. This is going to be a long night. My shoulders tingle where he was holding me and I
wonder how much longer we can skate past each other. I’'m unsure what’s happened today, but he’s
never been so attentive. Unless, I’ve just never noticed it before.



CHAPTER THREE

Austin

S'uir. SHE’s s0 perfect. Her body, warm and inviting, curled into mine as if she could mold herself t
me. Her touch, exciting and thrilling and I need to feel it again and again. There’s no doubt about it.
want this girl. But that’s just it. She’s a girl. Too young. Too off limits. My employee.

“Daddy, dance with me,” my little angel squeals. Grabbing my hand, she tugs me over to the livin,
room rug and starts spinning around causing her pigtails to fly out, slapping her in the face. Instead o
crying, she’s laughing more than I’ve ever seen her do.

“Chels, you’re going to get dizzy,” I warn, but she’s having too much fun and I can’t helj
chuckling at her. At five, she’s a wonderment to enjoying yourself. For two years all I’ve done i
stress, worry about how Chelsea would take having her mother leave, but she’s been stronger thas
I’ve been. Perhaps she is too young to really remember her mother. And the fact that I took all he
photos down means she’s never reminded of the woman who chose another life.

The paperwork came not long after Moira left. Divorce. I didn’t foresee my life ending up thi
way, but since Lily’s been in my life, it’s as if [ was always meant to be alone for her to burrow he
way into my sadness and diminish it with her pure beauty.

“Lily!!! Come dance with us!”

Her shrieks echo through the space and when the beauty who’s captured my mind strolls ir
“Honey, it’s almost dinner time,” she coos at my daughter and my heart leaps to my throat. It hammer
in my chest with surety that I will have Lily in my life one way or another. This girl is perfect fo
Chelsea, but can she be perfect for me?

The song changes and immediately the two girls start swaying around. Ed Sheeran sings “Shape o
You” and the lyrics have my mind wandering as Lily’s body moves across my home with my daughte
on her hip. The sight has me smiling from ear to ear and for the first time in two long years, I'r
happy.

They’re both giggling, and its music to my ears. This home has been barren since Moira left, bu
every time I’ve had her—the babysitter—here, it’s been filled with warmth.

“Daddy, you should dance with Lily. She can be your girlfriend,” my daughter’s big blue eye
burn into me with excitement. As if she’d just figured out my secret. I chuckle, trying to hide m
embarrassment.

“I’m sure Lily has a boyfriend, Munchkin,” I murmur, reaching for her and she falls into my arms
holding onto my neck.

“I don’t actually...” Her words taper off as she regards me with curiosity and longing. The ai
hangs heavy with her confession and I know she wants this as much as I do. Our eyes are locked 1
what can only be described as an agreement. She smiles, a soft lilt to her pretty mouth and I'r
tempted to lean in and kiss her.

“Let’s have dinner,” I tell her, looking directly into those pretty brown eyes. As soon as I voici
the words I notice the disappointment on Lily’s face.

Does she really want me? An old divorced man? A father?
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DINNER GOEs By without incident. I’'m finishing the washing up when Lily strolls into the kitcher
“She’s passed out. I’ve tucked her in. I hope you don’t mind?” Her words are tentative, shy almos
and I find myself wanting to calm her down. To hold her in my arms and tell her she’s welcome to by
around my daughter anytime she wants.

“Thank you. I mean, tonight was...” Scrubbing my hand over my jaw, I try to find words, but
Ycan’t. How can I thank her for what she did tonight? For giving me a makeshift family for a fev

hours. The presence of happiness was here for a split second and I basked in it. Now that we’re alon
and I don’t know what to say to her, ’'m worried it was all just a dream. A fantasy of us playing fak:
Sfamilies for the evening and tomorrow we’re back to normal.
“You don’t have to thank me. We didn’t even get to eat dessert.” She gestures to the shortcak
stacks sitting on the small side plates.
“Eat with me?”
Her mocha eyes dart to mine in surprise. “Really?” she whispers with a smile.
I nod. Pushing one plate between us, I grab a couple of forks and hand her one. We both tuck int
Tthe decadent sweet and I can’t stop the moan of satisfaction that rumbles in my chest.
“These are incredible,” I tell her truthfully.
Her sweet face glows with happiness. Getting a small piece, with some freshly whipped crear
Tand a half-cut strawberry on the fork, I offer it to her. Mischievously, she leans in and wraps her lip
around the fork and slowly pulls it off the metal utensil. It’s the most erotic fucking thing I’ve eve
seen and my dick decides he enjoyed the show just as much as my eyes. Even in her innocence, she’
“a vixen if ever I saw one.

A smidge of whipped cream on the side of her mouth has me instinctively reaching for it swipin,
Tit with my thumb. It’s an intimate gesture and it alights the need in my veins. My blood is boiling witl

desire for her.

I lose all inhibition when I place my thumb on her lips and they part on a soft gasp. Sucking the tij
Tof my finger into her mouth, she flicks her tongue over the digit and I’m groaning in unadulterated lust
“It's been two years since I’ve been near a woman in a sexual way and just that tiny movement 1
enough to have me coming like a teenager.

“Jesus.” My grunt is raspy. Her eyes are hooded with desire which I’'m certain match my own as
watch her. I place the fork on the plate and turn to her.

Gripping her hips, I tug her against me and lean in, licking the seam of her mouth. A moan fille
Ywith longing, tumbles from her plump lips as I lean in further.

“Shortcake,” I murmur against the corner of her mouth. “Do you want me as much as I do you?”
L’question, holding my breath, waiting for her response.

“Please,” it’s a plea, a whimper of need, and who am I to deny such a beautiful woman. Liftin,
Ther up, I wait till she wraps her legs around my waist and walk her down the hall and into m
"bedroom. Shutting the door behind us quietly, I set her on the bed.

O “Are you sure?”

“Yes, Mr.—Austin,” she giggles, a blush rising on her cheeks.

“Take off your dress, Shortcake. I want to see those curves.”

With torturously slow movements, she shrugs the dress down her body. Once it pools at her feet,
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lift my gaze, trailing it up from her feet, to those toned, tanned legs taking her in inch by inch. Th
pastel pink panties she’s wearing are cotton and I’m dying to rip them off.

L. My gaze lifts to her breasts that are encased in a bra that matches the shade of her panties. He

tbody is curvy, but toned. Her belly button has a little jewel piercing and I wonder what else she’

Spierced.

“You’re... incredible...” I murmur in awe of the stunning girl before me.

[ “Thank you,” she blushes. “Your turn.” Her words are shy, but I don’t care, [ want her to see me.

Vneed her to look at me. Unbuttoning the shirt, I shrug it over my shoulders and place it on the bed

SUnhurriedly I unzip my slacks and shove them down my legs. With my socks and shoes off, I step ou

of the trousers. We’re now both exposed in the same way.

“Ive wanted... I mean... It’s been a long time.” My words are a jumbled mess filled witl
Sconfused emotion. I’m not unsure of wanting her, but more of what to do with her. I really do feel lik

a teenager with his first girlfriend, only, I don’t want to do that to her. I want to make sure she enjoy
this moment and not remember a fumbling old man who can’t figure out how to pull her panties off.

She shrugs. “I like you, Austin. If you need my assurance, then you have it. I want you.” Those ar:
dthe only words I needed. Stepping toward her, I pull her against me. Her smooth, soft skin agains

mine has me groaning.

“You feel good,” I breathe against her lips. Reaching around, I unhook her bra and she shoulders 1
Doff, dropping it on the floor. Her breasts are a handful, with rosy peaked nipples that make my mout!
Swater.

I I'move without hesitation, dipping my head, taking one hardened pebble into my mouth and suck 1

Sgently. Her fingers tangle themselves in my hair, pulling me closer, gripping me with force as I graz
my teeth over her flesh. “Oh, god, Austin,” her moans and whimpers turn me feral. My mouth 1s al

Zover her. My hand finds its way into her panties, finding a thin landing strip that leads me to bare lips

hDipping a finger into her pussy, I find her drenched.

“You’re wet for me,” I say in awe of how slick she i1s. Her heat is intoxicating, her scent envelop
dme and my mouth waters.

L “Always.” Her word is a confession. A vow. A promise. I start fingering her sweet cunt. Drivin,

Stwo fingers in and out, my thumb circling her hardened clit. When she starts trembling, I don’t relent.
want to see her come. To fly apart. And she does. Like a bird taking flight, she soars like an eagl

Itaking to the skies.

Her face 1s euphoric. I watch her ride out the waves of pleasure. When she starts coming dow:
dfrom her orgasm, I slip my hand from her panties, and lick both fingers, tasting her sweetness. “Yo

taste like shortcake.” I inform her on a smirk.

I “T want you... inside me.” Her words have my cock thickening against the material of my boxe
briefs. I’ve thought about this moment for so long. Every day for months I’ve pictured her above me

Zbelow me, 1t didn’t matter how, I wanted to feel her body pulse around my cock.

y  “Take off those wet panties, lie down and spread your legs, I want to see that pretty pussy.” He
blush is gorgeous, but she obeys. The vision of this woman on my bed, her body open for me is mor:
than I can stand and I almost come right there.

Reaching for the nightstand drawer, I open it, grab a condom and place it on the bed. In one swif

movement, [ shove off my boxers and rip the foil wrapper open. Once I’m sheathed, I settle betwee:

Ther thighs, my mouth hovering over hers. “Ready, Shortcake?”’



e “Yessss...” She hisses as I roll my hips, inching into her tight heat. And fuck 1s she tight. Fuckin;
Christ. Her heels press into my ass, pulling me in further and I allow her to set the pace. Her bod

rundulates beneath me.

s We move in sync. Perfectly. Beautifully. Erotically. Our dance is hot, passionate, and there’s on
thing ’m certain of, no woman has ever felt so good around me. “You’re perfect, Lily. So fuckin;
perfect.”

I “Fuck me, Austin, please.” She begs and I do. I give her everything she wants, and she allows m

.everything I need. Her hands come up around my neck as she pulls mecloser. Our mouths find eac]

ttother and I kiss her without restraint. I let go. Finally, I allow myself to feel what I’ve been hiding fo
so long. Her nipples pressed against my chest, her nails dig into my shoulders and her lips mold t

hmine.

e We fit. Perfectly.

s My hips thrust back and forth, my cock driving deep into her heat feeling every pulse of her pussy
She whimpers in my ear, my name on her lips repeatedly like a chorus. I want to hear it forever.

eneed it. [ hungered for it and now that [ have her, I’m never letting her go.

t  Her pussy tightens, pulsing around me and I know she’s close. My hips thrust faster, deeper int
her. We’re moving together as if we’re on entity. There’s nothing else that matters in that moment tha

tme being inside her. With her nails clawing themselves down my back, I plunge into her heat needin;

hher to drench me in her sweet arousal because as much as I want to claim her for my own, I want he
to mark me as hers.

t  “Yes, please, oh... God... Austin... Deep... Oh...” Nothing she’s muttering makes sense, but

ewatch her face. Dark eyes roll back, her body bows and her sweet cunt sucks me into her body.

1 “Come, baby. Give me your orgasm.”

As soon as her release hits her. Mine explodes through me.
Euphoria.

s  Pleasure.

And 1n that moment, I don’t think about tomorrow. All I think about is right now and this perfec
gwoman who no matter what, will be mine. I’ll do anything to keep her.
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“Yessss...” She hisses as I roll my hips, inching into her tight heat. And fuck is she tight. Fucking
Christ. Her heels press into my ass, pulling me in further and I allow her to set the pace. Her body
undulates beneath me.

We move in sync. Perfectly. Beautifully. Erotically. Our dance is hot, passionate, and there’s one
thing I’m certain of, no woman has ever felt so good around me. “You’re perfect, Lily. So fucking
perfect.”

“Fuck me, Austin, please.” She begs and I do. I give her everything she wants, and she allows me
everything I need. Her hands come up around my neck as she pulls mecloser. Our mouths find each
other and I kiss her without restraint. I let go. Finally, I allow myself to feel what I’ve been hiding for
so long. Her nipples pressed against my chest, her nails dig into my shoulders and her lips mold to
mine.

We fit. Perfectly.

My hips thrust back and forth, my cock driving deep into her heat feeling every pulse of her pussy.
She whimpers in my ear, my name on her lips repeatedly like a chorus. I want to hear it forever. I
need it. I hungered for it and now that I have her, ’'m never letting her go.

Her pussy tightens, pulsing around me and I know she’s close. My hips thrust faster, deeper into
her. We’re moving together as if we’re on entity. There’s nothing else that matters in that moment than
me being inside her. With her nails clawing themselves down my back, I plunge into her heat needing
her to drench me in her sweet arousal because as much as I want to claim her for my own, I want her
to mark me as hers.

“Yes, please, oh... God... Austin... Deep... Oh...” Nothing she’s muttering makes sense, but I
watch her face. Dark eyes roll back, her body bows and her sweet cunt sucks me into her body.

“Come, baby. Give me your orgasm.”

As soon as her release hits her. Mine explodes through me.

Euphoria.

Pleasure.

And 1n that moment, I don’t think about tomorrow. All I think about is right now and this perfect
woman who no matter what, will be mine. I’ll do anything to keep her.



CHAPTER FOUR
Lily

Y Esterpay I sLepT with my boss. After we did the deed, I pulled on my clothes and rushed out of hi
house without so much as a goodbye. What do I do now? I need that job to pay for school. And littl
Chelsea i1s my world. She’s the most adorable little girl ever.

Rolling over, I notice it’s already nine in the morning. It’s spring break and since I have nothin,
better to do, I find myself wanting to go over to Austin’s place and spend the day with Chels, but t
see him again would be embarrassing.

I’m not sure why, but all I want is for this to blow over. Even though I know it won’t. The buzzin,
of my phone drags me from my thoughts of what I’'m meant to do. When I pick it up, I notice the namy
flashing on screen. Hitting ignore, I settle under the covers, hoping he’ll go away, but he doesn’t. M
phone rings again, alerting me that Austin is calling.

Inhaling a deep breath, I swipe my thumb over the screen. “Hello?” My greeting is tentative
nervous and I know he can hear it over the line.

“Thank God, Lily I need your help, please?” He sounds frantic and my heart thuds in my chest
Fear that something has happened to Chelsea makes me cringe at the thought of me hiding from hir
when he needed my help.

“What’s wrong?” Immediately I’'m swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, ready to pul
clothes on and rush to his rescue.

“I need you to come over. Please?”” Without waiting for my response, he hangs up leaving m
gaping at the phone. “Ugh!” My sweatpants are lying on the chair beside my bed, so I grab them an
tug them up my legs. The white tank top I normally wear for gym is next and once I’ve pulled thos:
on, | rush into the bathroom to freshen up.

Once I look relatively normal, I race down the stairs to find my mother sitting at the kitchen tabl
reading a magazine. Since she’s been home after her knee operation, she’s been listening to the docto
and taking it easy. Needless to say, that my Dad would have a fit if he knew she did so much mort
around the house than she’s meant to. I help when I can, but my mother is stubborn and making sur:
she sits back and relaxes is not an easy feat.

“Hi honey,” my mom smiles as I enter the kitchen. “Where are you going so early?”

“Mr. Bailey called, he needs my help with something.”

“Poor man, that good for nothing wife left him with a little girl, you know,” Mom shakes her hea«
as if she’s angry for Austin. Perhaps my parents wouldn’t be against me dating him. Shaking th
thought out of my head immediately, I grab a bottle of water and listen to her chatter on about him. “I
he can find a good woman to be there for him it would make all the difference.” She continues and m
heart plummets. What did I think? They’re just going to send me off to live with a man who’s mor
than ten years older than me and his daughter.

“I know, Mom. I have to go.” Planting a kiss on her cheek, I race out the door, toward my car.
could walk, but if it’s an emergency, I’d rather get there sooner rather than later.

Moments later I’'m pulling into the driveway. Austin rushes out of the front door pulling on hi



white coat. A doctor. So sexy. Once I exit the car, | take him in. His hair is messy in a just fucke
way. As soon as the thought enters my mind I can’t stop the blush that heats my cheeks.

“Hello, Lily. Thank you so much, Shortcake. I have an emergency at the rooms. I’'ll be back a
soon as I can.” He tells me absentmindedly leaning in, he plants a kiss on my lips and rushes to hi
car. Spinning on my heel, I watch him slip into the driver’s seat of his SUV without thinking abou
what he’s just done.

“Lily and Daddy sitting in a tree!!!” Cringing at Chelsea’s little sing song which she seems t

_want to tell the whole neighborhood, I turn to her.
" “Shh, come on, let’s get you inside, missy.” She giggles, racing into the house, without waiting fo
me. I’m still in shock when I step inside the house. “Where are you?”

“In here!” 1 find her sitting in the living room watching cartoons. Thankfully, this gives me :
moment to recover from Austin’s kiss. I’'m sure he didn’t mean to do that. Did he?

I suppose, we did have sex. The best sex I’ve ever had, but then again, I don’t have mucl
experience to go on. My ex wasn’t exactly experienced. Neither was he a divorced man with a chile
who’s obviously had years of practice.

“Lily,” the gentle tone of Chelsea comes from behind me. When I turn to regard her, she’
~watching me with the inquisitive stare that only a child can don. “Are you and Daddy boyfriend an
“girlfriend?”

“No, Chels. What makes you say that?”

“He kissed you like he would kiss a girlfriend. Like they do on TV. Daddy likes you,” she smile
then, happy with herself divulging something that I don’t think her father would want her saying.

“What do you mean, sweet pea?”

She shrugs, “He doesn’t kiss girls on the mouth. Only you.” Children have a way of noticin
everything. And [ mean everything.

“I’'m sure he didn’t mean to and besides how many girls do you see your daddy with?” I questior
More because I want her to tell me that I’'m the only girl she’s ever seen him with, but then again, tha
reminds me ’'m a girl. ’'m not a woman who can seduce a man like Austin Bailey. The thought of las
night, how gentle he was with me, how much time he took to ensure I felt pleasure only alights th
need I have for him even more.

“I want him to,” she confesses in a whisper as if he’s here and he can hear her.

“And why i1s that?” Crossing my arms in front of me, I crouch so I’'m at eye level with the littl
munchkin. If he knows she wants me to be here, perhaps that would persuade him to give this a try
There are too many obstacles though. My parents for one will not take the news as easily as I wouls
hope.

“Because you can be my mommy,” she says nonchalantly like she’s just told me she wants :
grilled cheese for lunch. Her words still my heart.

I’m only twenty and I’ve never given a thought to having kids. At least, not yet. But with her, 1
_comes easily. Naturally. And with Austin, it causes my heart to stutter against my ribs. His touch, hi
kiss, his smile, and his daughter.

Would I be able to do this? Be a mother?

“Listen to me, Chelsea, grown-ups are difficult. Sometimes it’s not as easy as liking someone
Maybe we should keep this our little secret. Don’t tell you daddy until he’s ready,” I tell her. Sighing
SI realize how stupid [ am. I’'m trying to convince a four-year-old that her father needs to make his ow:
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ddecision regarding his love life.
As much as [ want her to be right, I know it’s up to him to confess. He has to tell me what h
swants. Because after last night, I know what I want. And that’s him and his little girl.
s “We’ll keep a secret,” Chelsea giggles, pressing her finger to her lips. “Shh, Daddy is a boy an
itboys don’t listen to secrets,” in her mind, this is as innocent as playing with her dolls. But to me, it’
so much more.
> “Why don’t you go watch your cartoons? I’ll make us something for lunch okay?” She nods, turn
and leaves me in the kitchen with my thoughts. Perhaps I can make him a lovely dinner for when h
rgets home tonight.
Maybe, just maybe I can seduce him. With my cooking skills and desserts. Smiling, I head to th
afridge to ensure I have what I need for dinner. And once again, short cake will be on the menu.

h
1

(S N ¢]



decision regarding his love life.

As much as | want her to be right, I know it’s up to him to confess. He has to tell me what he
wants. Because after last night, I know what I want. And that’s him and his little girl.

“We’ll keep a secret,” Chelsea giggles, pressing her finger to her lips. “Shh, Daddy is a boy and
boys don’t listen to secrets,” in her mind, this is as innocent as playing with her dolls. But to me, 1t’s
so much more.

“Why don’t you go watch your cartoons? I’ll make us something for lunch okay?”” She nods, turns
and leaves me in the kitchen with my thoughts. Perhaps I can make him a lovely dinner for when he
gets home tonight.

Maybe, just maybe I can seduce him. With my cooking skills and desserts. Smiling, I head to the
fridge to ensure I have what I need for dinner. And once again, short cake will be on the menu.



CHAPTER FIVE

Austin

The scent oF her perfume lingers as I drive to the hospital to see my client who’s called in th
emergency. I can’t believe I kissed her when I ran toward the car. In all honesty, it was a reaction tha
came naturally. After our night together, at least, the moments were made love, I felt as if I needed t
feel her lips on mine again. As if I was hungry for more of her delicious flavor. I plan to talk to he
when I get home.

Would she date me?

I’m a father, ’'m too old for her, but I can’t stop thinking about her. It’s as if she’s taken hold of m
mind and she’s invading my every thought. Last night was utter perfection. Feeling her around me wa
addicting, and I’d like more, so much more.

As soon as I'm parked, I exit the car and rush to the entrance. Stepping inside, I find m
emergency patient. “Oh, thank God you’re here doctor.” The mother rises, tugging her son behind he1
“He fell from the tree, and his arm 1s broken. I think, I mean I don’t know, but he’s—"

“It’s okay, Mrs. Bryson, we’ll have him checked out soon. Follow me,” I offer a calming smile
hoping it will alleviate her stress about her son. The little boy looks as if he’s proud of the fact that h
probably has a broken arm giving me a toothy grin. “Come on, little man,” I open the door, allowin;
him and his mother to enter first. Once the door is shut, I shrug off my jacket and pull on the whit
coat.

“It hurts,” he mumbles when I step over to the bed where his mom has propped him up.

“That’s definitely going to happen when you fall out of a tree. Now can you tell me what yor
did?” I ask, hoping to distract him as I touch his arm tentatively to figure out how bad it is.

“I was playing with my friends and they dared me to do it.” He shrugs nonchalantly causing me t
chuckle. “Ow!” As soon as I lift his arm at the elbow, I he flinches. It seems the shoulder has take:
most of the fall from the way he cowers when [ move it.

“Okay, little man, we’re going to do an X-ray and then we’ll fix you up. You may need a cast, an
no more climbing trees. You got that?”” I ruffle his hair and he nods in response with a sad pout on hi
chubby face.

I turn to set up the X-ray machine. This will ensure that I know nothing is broken or fractured
Offering a smile to his mom who looks like she’s about to pass out from stress, I ensure everything i
ready before turning back to her.

“He’ll be fine,” I assure her.

Boys can be hard work. I remember myself as a child, I was a handful. The thought makes m
wonder if I’d ever have another child. Perhaps a son. The image brings Lily to mind and I can’t hel;
smiling at that. I’d love to see her pregnant with my baby.

“Let’s go little man, I need you to stand really still. Can you do that?”” He nods at my question. /
challenge for him because I can tell he’s ready to head back up that tree. One thing about boys, the:
tend to be stubborn.

“Thank you, Doctor,” his mom murmurs behind me and I cast a glance toward her seeing the relie



painting her features. This is what I love about my job, making people smile, treating them so the
feel better, heal, and stay healthy. It’s always been a passion of mine to see someone smile. Whethe
it’s from relief that you’re giving them good news, or just from the fact that you were there for them 1
their time of need.

It’s a pleasure. That’s why I’m here.” I focus on getting the X-rays done and ready for examinatio:
while she waits for her little boy to get his armin a sling. And my mind is once again on Lily.

t

dTHE HOURS PASs quickly and when I glance up at the clock, I note that it’s been four hours since I rushe:

Tout of the house this morning. Guilt settles in my chest when I realize I left in such a rush this morning
that I didn’t tell Lily I’d be this long. I know she’s finished with her studies, and even though she’s o
vacation for the holidays, leaving her and Chelsea alone so close to Christmas causes me to worry. |

Yshe feels I’'m taking advantage of her, or perhaps she has plans with someone. That thought ha

Sjealousy skating through my veins. I don’t want her to have anyone else, but me.

Also, I haven’t had the courage to call her since I arrived. Even though I had a few moments t
Yspare, I wasn’t sure a phone call would suffice what I want to say. Also, to be honest, I'm fearful o
“her telling me to go to hell.

This morning when I left, it was the most natural thing to plant a kiss on her full lips as I headed t
»work and I didn’t miss my daughter’s little rhyme. Cringing, I sigh as I rise from my chair and shru,
Son my coat. For Chelsea, this isn’t something trivial, having another woman replace her mother in tha
Zway is not something I wanted to put her through till I was ready to move on. At least, till I was sur:
°that there was a chance for me and Lily.

Making my way out the door, I head to the parking lot and unlock the car. When I slip into th

driver’s seat, I take a long cleansing breath before starting the engine and making my way home. Th
Utown is quiet since it’s two days before Christmas and we haven’t yet had a snowfall.

My mind 1s replaying what to say to her when I see her in a few moments. The girl I want mor
than I ever thought I would, and also, there’s something that I want to talk to her about. The words
Oneed to say to her before I chicken out.

Even being away from her for a few hours, busying myself with work and patients hasn’
ddiminished the image of her on my bed, spread open to my hungry gaze. The drive home is a fev
Sminutes longer than normal because I’m satlling, but not near enough time for me to figure out wha

I’m going to say to Lily when I finally see her.
Pulling into the garage, I shut off the engine and exit the car. A small body bounds into me as soo
Sas I step into the laundry room which is just off the kitchen. “Daddy! Lily made me dinner! And sh
made shortcake!!” Chelsea screeches loudly and excitedly as I lift her up. The aromas coming fror
the kitchen would bring a grown man to his knees and I’m almost there. I’'m tempted to keep Lily her
®with me and my little girl forever.
2 The thought stills me for a moment before I manage a response to Chelsea. “Did she now?”
question as [ step into the kitchen and find the beautiful woman sitting at the table about to devour :
\piece of sweet dessert. Her long wavy hair is tied in a messy knot on top of her head, thin tendrils o
Ystrawberry blonde hang around her face making her look angelic. Her large doe eyes peek up at m

funder long lashes.
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y  “Mr—"

r  “Austin,” [ interrupt her causing a gorgeous blush to warm her cheeks.

n A swift nod of understanding, she smiles. “Hello, Austin,” her voice 1s timid, with a sligt
tremble. There’s emotion rolling off her in waves and it matches the way I’m feeling about hei

nNervous, excited, and enamored. I can see it in her eyes, affection so deep and pure it steals m
breath.

“Daddy,” my little girl murmurs in my ear conspiratorially. “Are you going to kiss Lily again?

Darting my surprised gaze to my daughter, I open my mouth to respond, but I can’t find the words.

Setting her down, I straighten and glance at my babysitter who is now blushing furiously. Chelse:
jmay be young, but she’s picked up on the tension between the two adults in her life. And that’s wha
»Lily is, an adult.

O “Munchkin, can you give me a minute to talk to Lily about something? I’ll come find you afte
'fokay. ” I say, giving her a kiss on the top of her head.
S “Okay, daddy.” She nods, her pigtails bouncing as she races into the living room. Now that we’r:
alone, the air shifts and there’s evident desire hanging between me and the beauty at my table.
“I'm... I made some dinner. I don’t know 1f—" Closing the distance between us, I grip her face 1

‘fmy hands and crash my mouth to hers. I don’t care what I’'m doing. Every risk and rule flies out th

window when my lips touch hers. A soft whimper falls from her lips and I swallow it. I want all he
Ysweet sounds, I want to taste her essence. Everything this woman is, I want it all.
2 She rises, her hands snaking their way around my neck and her body molds to mine. Her mouth i
LtWalrm, sweet, and so fucking delicious. Her arms twine around my waist, holding onto to me as if I'r
“her lifeline, but I don’t think I am, because in this stormy ocean, she is mine.

Each day I watched her grow closer to my daughter. And every moment she spent in my house a
°my babysitter, she burrowed her way into my heart. Nothing is going to stop me having her now. Sh
“feels perfect, utterly perfect in my arms.

“Austin,” she mumbles to my lips. “My parents.” Two words and I’m stepping back. I know wi
°need to tell them, to let them get to know me and Chelsea. And what better time to do it tha;
IChristmas.

“I’ll go with you. I want you, Lily. Nothing is going to stop this,” ’'m earnest in my words. Sh
theeds to know this isn’t a one night stand. I’m here and if she’ll have me, I’d like to keep her for fa
Vlonger than just a night.

U “Let me talk to them first,” she pleads and I know why. Her father, the sheriff, is not an easy ma
to please and I don’t blame him. I’d be the same with Chelsea.

“Okay. But then I want to be by your side after. I need to be. To show him I’'m worthy of you
Shortcake,” I mumble against her pink lips.

“Always.” Her murmur is a promise. A heartfelt, honest vow and I nod.
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“Austin,” I interrupt her causing a gorgeous blush to warm her cheeks.

A swift nod of understanding, she smiles. “Hello, Austin,” her voice is timid, with a slight
tremble. There’s emotion rolling off her in waves and it matches the way I’m feeling about her.
Nervous, excited, and enamored. I can see it in her eyes, affection so deep and pure it steals my
breath.

“Daddy,” my little girl murmurs in my ear conspiratorially. “Are you going to kiss Lily again?”
Darting my surprised gaze to my daughter, I open my mouth to respond, but I can’t find the words.

Setting her down, I straighten and glance at my babysitter who is now blushing furiously. Chelsea
may be young, but she’s picked up on the tension between the two adults in her life. And that’s what
Lily 1s, an adult.

“Munchkin, can you give me a minute to talk to Lily about something? I’'ll come find you after
okay?” I say, giving her a kiss on the top of her head.

“Okay, daddy.” She nods, her pigtails bouncing as she races into the living room. Now that we’re
alone, the air shifts and there’s evident desire hanging between me and the beauty at my table.

“Im... I made some dinner. I don’t know 1f—" Closing the distance between us, I grip her face in
my hands and crash my mouth to hers. I don’t care what I’'m doing. Every risk and rule flies out the
window when my lips touch hers. A soft whimper falls from her lips and I swallow it. I want all her
sweet sounds, I want to taste her essence. Everything this woman is, I want it all.

She rises, her hands snaking their way around my neck and her body molds to mine. Her mouth is
warm, sweet, and so fucking delicious. Her arms twine around my waist, holding onto to me as if 'm
her lifeline, but I don’t think I am, because 1n this stormy ocean, she is mine.

Each day I watched her grow closer to my daughter. And every moment she spent in my house as
my babysitter, she burrowed her way into my heart. Nothing is going to stop me having her now. She
feels perfect, utterly perfect in my arms.

“Austin,” she mumbles to my lips. “My parents.” Two words and I’m stepping back. I know we
need to tell them, to let them get to know me and Chelsea. And what better time to do it than
Christmas.

“I’ll go with you. I want you, Lily. Nothing is going to stop this,” I’m earnest in my words. She
needs to know this isn’t a one night stand. I’'m here and if she’ll have me, I’d like to keep her for far
longer than just a night.

“Let me talk to them first,” she pleads and I know why. Her father, the sheriff, is not an easy man
to please and I don’t blame him. I’d be the same with Chelsea.

“Okay. But then I want to be by your side after. I need to be. To show him I’m worthy of you,
Shortcake,” I mumble against her pink lips.

“Always.” Her murmur 1s a promise. A heartfelt, honest vow and I nod.



CHAPTER SIX
Lily

“Licy,” my mMotHER looks at me with emotion shimmering in her eyes. “This man, he’s too old fo
you. And he has a child,” she implores me, telling me everything I already know. Her voice is thic]
with confusion and as much as I love her, she doesn’t realize that this is something I’ve thought of fo
a lot longer than she can imagine.

“Mom, he’s a good person. I’m not running out to marry him, we’re taking things slow. Pleas:
trust me?” This time, ’m the one begging her. I need her to understand. To see that ’'m not a
immature child. I’m not going to do anything stupid, and I know Austin better than he sometime
knows himself, he is a responsible person. He would never do anything to put Chelsea in harm’s way
whether it’s physically or emotionally.

“I just don’t want to see you get hurt, honey. I don’t doubt that he’s a good man, I’ve seen him witl
his little girl, he is caring and loving, but becoming a step-in mom for her is not going to be easy.”

I nod in response. This is something that I’ve mulled over in my mind for a few days since Austu
asked me to go out on a date. It’s a fear that’s kept me up at night. I don’t want to be a replacement
but | feel so at ease with her and she seems comfortable with me around.

“Why don’t we all have dinner together? I’ll make my famous roast with those rosemary herl
potatoes you love so much. We can get to know Dr. Bailey and his daughter,” she smiles kindly
offering me an alternative. My father, who’s been quiet all this time looks serious as he considers m
mother’s suggestion.

We both look at him for any acknowledgement that he’s not going to kill Austin if he walks 1
here. I’ve always been my father’s little girl. He’s cared for me, supported me, and now that I’vi
fallen in love, I think it’s the idea that I’1l no longer be under his care that bothers him the most.

“Come on, Dad. It’s almost Christmas and I don’t want us at odds over the holidays,” I ask, m
voice a mere whisper because if I have to be honest, he has always scared me. His strict upbringin;
has been good, but deep down, I wish he’d trust that I’'m grown up enough now to make a decisio
that will be good for me.

“Lilypad,” my dad sighs, using my nickname he gave me when I was a kid. “I’ve always believe:
you were a strong woman, independent, beautiful, and I know when you decide on something it take
a lot to sway you. I’m not trying to, all ’'m going to say about this is that I hope and pray that h
doesn’t break your heart because I will have to kill him.” My father is dead serious. Being the Sherif
in town has had its drawbacks growing up, and now, as an adult, it’s still the bane of my existence.

“Dad, you can’t kill him because he won’t break my heart,” as I say the words, I’m sure of thernr
There isn’t a doubt in my mind that Austin will not hurt me.

“Fine. Then he and his daughter can have dinner here tomorrow night.” He huffs, pushing off th
chair, he stalks toward me, leaning down and planting a soft kiss on my head. “And I wasn’t joking
Lilypad, [ have a gun,” he tells me earnestly.

“Go to work you’ll be late,” Mom chastises him for his grumpy remarks. “The man i
insufferable.” I can’t help giggling at the two of them. Even after all these years, they’re still in love



Happy together that when they’re apart even for a few hours, you can tell they long for each other.
hope one day I have that, and I wish it’s with Austin Bailey.

R

“Do I Look okay?” Austin asks as he fiddles with his black tie. He’s dressed in a suit for dinne
tonight and I can’t help laughing at how nervous he is.
I “Youdo realize it’s an informal dinner?” I quip, watching him in the mirror.
K His eyes meet mine, I can tell he’s nervous as he offers me one of his sexy smiles. “I do, but you
Tfather isn’t impressed I’m stealing his daughter. If he kills me tonight, at least I’11 look good.” Once hi
turns to regard me fully, I’'m breathless at how handsome he is.
©  “He is not going to kill you, besides—"
0 Chelsea come leaping into the bedroom dressed in her Princess gown which sets off my giggling
$“I"mready!” Her squeal echoes off the walls.
» Shaking my head, I narrow my eyes at her mischievous smile. “Come on, Princess, you need t
dress in something a little less formal.” I tell her, shooing her into her room.

“I like this dress,” she pouts up at me. Her face the picture of innocence.

“How about you wear it tomorrow, on Christmas and today, you can wear this?” I pull out he
OFrozen jumper with matching sweat pants. Her trainers are blue with silver sparkles. For a girl, sh
sloves blue.

“Okay, I love Elsa,” she tells me confidently. “Like Daddy loves you,” the words fall easily fror
Yher mouth causing me to halt in my movements.

5 “What?”
Y “Daddy loves you,” she says in her innocent way.

Shaking it off, I help her dress and moments later, we’re all in Austin’s SUV heading to m
Oparents’ house. My heart patters against my ribcage at the thought of my dad meeting Austin, but
“know deep down, he’ll see the good man inside. The father, the doctor, and the man who according ts

Chelsea loves me.
Y We pull up to the house, exit the car, and the little munchkin is already at the door while her das
Zand I follow up the steps. The door swings open and my mother is all dressed up in a beautiful penci
Oskirt and white blouse. Her hair’s been done and I can tell she’s even wearing make-up.

“Come 1n you, beautiful little angel,” she coos at Chelsea who revels in the attention. As soon a
dwe reach her, she glances at Austin and my hands interlinked and smiles. “It’s a pleasure to properl
Smeet you, Dr. Bailey.”

? “Please call me Austin, Mrs. Abrams,” he tells her, shaking her hand and leaning in to peck her o
tthe cheek. Ever the gentleman.

“Call me Sandra, please.”

L “Sandra, it is,” his smile is beaming bright as we enter my childhood home.

“Welcome,” the deep gruff tone of Dad comes from behind us. I watch in awe as he shake
Austin’s hand without being too rude. “I take it you like my daughter?”” The question stills everyone
»We’re all waiting for Austin’s response. I’m holding my breath, when he finally nods.

“I care for her very much, more than I’ve even admitted to her,” his hazel eyes meet mine, then h
Sgifts me a smile. “I may be in love with her, Sir,” he says turning back to my father. “But I'm no

h



[rushing this, I wanted to meet you both to tell you that I have her best interests at heart and I promis
to keep her heart safe.”
My father 1s silent, his eyes give nothing away. No emotion. My heart leaps into my throat, fo
more reasons than I care to admit, because deep down I know I’m in love with Austin as well.
“I’ll be watching you, closely,” Dad says, leaning in. “And don’t for one second think the I won’
Tuse my gun.”
“Dad!” I admonish my father.
Everyone starts laughing and the tension in the air dissolves easily. Chelsea is curled up on th
Tsofa watching the television when we enter the living room. Once we’re all settled, the conversatio:
“flows easily and I feel happiness envelop me, my heart, and my mind.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Austin

THe LiGHTs OF the tree twinkle causing Lily’s hair to shimmer like golden honey. She’s dressed in
pair of pink sweatpants that match Chelsea’s. They’ve grown closer over the past few weeks and
couldn’t be happier.

She’s smiling at something my daughter has told her and I can’t help staring. Her face it lit up wit
happiness I haven’t ever seen in her expression. They giggle and I stroll over to where they’re seate:
on the plush carpet.

“Girls, you do know that whispering while we have company is rude?” I crouch down, tappin;
Chelsea’s nose with the tip of my finger.

“We weren’t, Daddy,” she pouts, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Lily is going to make u
cookies,” Chels informs me with a bright smile. Her happiness means more to me than anything and t«
see her face filled with excitement only makes me heart fill with more love for the woman beside me.

Dragging my eyes to hers, I wink. “I prefer Lily’s shortcake,” I chuckle. The woman who I'r
dying to devour blushes a beautiful soft pink. She’s wearing a bright red Santa hat that has a whit
trim and bauble attached to the end which jingles each time she moves.

“Daddy, cookies are yummy,” Chelsea tries to convince me, but nothing will ever change my min
from the decadent taste of Lily and her baking.

“Why don’t we go get you some, Munchkin?”” My daughter runs to the kitchen, but I grab Lil
before she can disappear and plant a soft kiss on her full lips.

“Tonight, I want you wearing just that hat,” I tell her in a husky whisper which causes her t
shiver.

“And what will you be wearing, Santa?” She quips playfully.

“Nothing, you can take a ride on my candy cane,” I coo in her ear, causing her to gasp at m
naughty innuendo.

“You’re insufferable. Can you behave for just a few hours?” her playful swat on my shoulder ha
me chuckling. She passes by me, the scent of strawberries following her as I watch her paddin;
toward the kitchen.

Flopping onto the sofa, I breathe deeply as I recall the gift I have hidden in the bedroom for hei
We’ve opened everything under the tree, but I have a special surprise for her when we get to be:
tonight.

It’s been a long time coming, and now that we’ve made our relationship official, I need to ask he
the question that’s been on my mind for weeks, probably months if I had to be honest.

She’s mine and I want her with me all the time. There’s no longer a choice in the matter. The girl
return with plates of sweet treats. I scoot up, allowing Lily to curl up beside me with one of he
romance novels and Chelsea climbs onto my lap, holding out a choc chip cookie.

“It’s yummy, Daddy,” she says. Her eyes shimmering with childish excitement.

I take it and as soon as I bite into the crunchy treat I can’t stifle the groan. “This is incredible
Lil,” I tell my girl.



“They’re a new recipe, just testing it out. Tomorrow I’ll make some cinnamon ones.”

“Yes!” Chelsea squeals. There’s something about the spice that my little girl loves. The TV is o
and A Christmas Carol comes on which drags Chels’ attention immediately. She’s on the carpet 1
seconds, her plate of dessert beside her with a glass of milk.

I rove my gaze over the scene, me, Chelsea, and Lily and I know I’ve finally got the family I’
wanted all this time.

R
I

“You waNTED THE hat, Santa?” Lily teases seductively when I enter the bedroom. Once the movie wa
hover, Chels fell asleep almost immediately and we put her to bed. The sight before me though is pur:
jtemptation. Lily 1s sitting on the bed her back to the door wearing black lingerie with the red Santa ha

I requested she wear, earlier.

2 “Iwanted so much more than that, Shortcake,” I tell her, stalking toward her, tugging my shirt fror
the waistband of my jeans. As soon as it’s free, I’m unbuttoning it and shrugging it off. Her eyes roar

Sover my exposed chest, heating my blood like only Lily can.
O “I do prefer you without your shirt Mr. Bailey,” she smirks, her lips curl seductively and I'r
- dying to see just how pretty they look wrapped around my dick.
0 “T have a gift for you, before I make you moan and whimper,” I tell her earnestly. Reaching ints
°the pocket of my jeans, I pull out the small velvet box. Her eyes widen at the gift as I hand it to hei
Tentatively, her delicate fingers snap the lid open. Inside is a silver key.

“Austin,” her whispering my name does things to me. “What is this?”

Settling beside her on the bed, I take her hands in mine. “I want you to move in with me an
YChelsea,” my words have never been surer.

“That’s a big step.” She’s right. It is. But I know deep down this i1s what I want and need. “
Ymean... Can I think about it?”” Her question stills my heart for a moment, but I understand. She has he

life ahead of her and I can’t expect her to drop her plans for me.

“Sure, just...” I lift her hands to my mouth, kissing her knuckles as I meet her eyes. “Don’t thin
Ytoo long?” She nods with a smile, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“I'won’t.”

S Then she sets the box on the nightstand and turns to me. The air shifts from tentative and emotiona
2to heated and lust-filled.

“Time for your gift,” she reaches behind her, unclasping her bra. Once it’s on the floor, her pantie
“follow and all she’s wearing is her Santa hat. Her long legs are toned, and lit by the golden light o
dthe candle that sits on the dresser.

“You’re exquisite. I couldn’t want anything better.”

I “There’s more,” she winks, turning to the small table that’s behind her, she lifts the champagn

and saunters by me toward the bathroom. I follow her, confused at what she’s doing when I see it
SEvery inch of the room is decked in red and gold candles. The corner tub is filled with bubbles and
T'watch her step into the warm water.

When she turns to look at me, she lifts the bottle and trickles the liquid over her tits, allowing it

follow a path down to her pussy.

»  “How about that dessert, Doctor?”” She quips and I’m a feral animal let loose from my cage. I joi

1



her, my mouth immediately on her peaked nipples, sucking and licking the sweet alcohol from he

nequally delicious skin. Her moans echo around us as my mouth gives her the pleasure she craves. M

nfingers move over her bare skin, two fingers taunting her slick folds, stroking her. As soon as I dij
two fingers into her molten core, she cries out, the sound catching in her throat.

e I settle back, sitting in the tub and guide her over me. “I want you on my face, I’'m eating you
sweet cunt until your legs are shaking and you can no longer stand,” I inform her as she position
herself over my mouth. Her essence is intoxicating as my mouth claims her beautiful body.

Her hips roll and undulate as she takes her pleasure from my tongue that’s delving into her hole.

“Yes, yes, Austin, oh god,” she moans as her hands attempt to grip the tiles. Her knees tremble
Sbut my mouth doesn’t relent. I need more. I want her. My fingers tease her, wetting one digit with he
“arousal, I trail my way to her forbidden entrance. The tight puckered hole pulses and she grunts whe;
b slip it inside her. “Fuck, oh fuck,” her words are raspy as she mumbles incoherent pleas.

I continue my assault on her until I feel the familiar pulse. Both her holes suck my finger an
Utongue into their depths as she finds release, soaking me in her delicious juices. Slowly she lower
Yherself into the water and onto my waiting cock.

“You’re beautiful when you come,” I tell her, earning me an incredible blush. “Take your pleasur:
Ufrom me, Shortcake. Ride me dick,” and she does. Her body moves over me. Her breasts in my face
and I revel in every inch of her.

And all that’s on my mind as she finds her release along with me is that she has to say to movin;

“in. I want her here and I won’t stop until she’s right beside me every morning and every night.

J
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Lily

THe crvnamoN arRoMmA of the baking cookies causes my mouth to water. Chelsea giggles at th
animated story on screen and I’'m curled up with a book on the sofa. Since Austin left a few hours ag
to see one of his patients, I’ve made two trays of shortcake, and one of cinnamon cookies. For som
reason, Chelsea 1s addicted to them and her dad has a preference to the strawberry decked swee
stacks.

“Lily,” the tiny voice from the carpet calls to me, dragging my imagination away from Austin an
what he does with the shortcake.

“What’s up, munchkin?”

“Can we have cookies now?” Her bottom lip sticks out as she pouts at me. The puppy dog eye
she has down to a T make me giggle.

“No cookies till I get home,” Austin’s voice comes from the doorway causing her to leap to he
feet and race toward him. She’s in his arms in seconds. He looks tired, but the five o’clock shadov
that graces his jaw makes him look so sexy.

Pushing off the sofa, I pad over to him and plant a soft kiss on his cheek. He turns his head an
gives me a sloppy wet smooch on the lips only get an eeew gross from Chelsea.

“Behave,” I tell him as he sets her on her feet. She’s forgotten about the cookies when her favorit
TV show comes on and leaves us to talk. When Austin asked me to move in, I had to think about it
My parents didn’t accept us at first, but each time they saw us together, they noticed that he makes m
happy, and so does Chelsea.

“Are you ever going to give me an answer?” [ know what he wants, but I planned the surprise an
if I give him my answer now, it will spoil everything,

“No, Austin. Give me time, please?” When I meet his gaze, I notice the hurt flashing in them. M
heart aches at the sight. [ never want to see him sad. I’ve never felt so strongly about someone before.

“Anything for you,” he murmurs and heads toward the bedroom, leaving me alone in the kitcher
I’m about to follow when a knock on the front door that I’ve been waiting for comes. Chelsea i
already pulling it open when I reach it to find my mom and dad standing in the entrance.

“Hi sweetheart,” mom says, pulling me into a hug. “Does he know?” She whispers in my ear.
shake my head when she steps back. Once I’ve given my dad a hug, I step aside and they mak:
themselves comfortable on the sofa.

“I’1ll be back with Chelsea’s things. Thank you for doing this,” I say before heading toward he
bedroom. They’re chattering away to her about taking her to the mall to go ice skating when I fine
Austin in her bedroom.

“My folks are here to take Chels to the mall,” I tell him. He nods, but doesn’t respond. “Lool
Austin, [ wanted to tell you this later, I planned a whole dinner surprise, but since you’re acting like :
four-year-old, I’ll tell you now.”

His gaze snaps to mine in shock at my words. With both my hands on either hip, I narrow my eye
and glare at him for spoiling it.



“My answer i1s yes, I’'ll move in with you and Munchkin. I’d asked my parents to take her out for :
couple hours so we can have alone time, but since you’'re—"

He doesn’t allow me to finish my sentence. He’s on his feet, his mouth crashes against mine in :
heated kiss. I moan under his warmth, his tongue sweeping against my lips and I allow him to tast
me. A groan so low and hungry rumbles in his throat and I can’t help smiling against his mouth.

When we finally break apart, my breathing is ragged, so is his and my body is tingling wit
anticipation of being with him again. This man makes me crave things that I never knew possible.

“Do I still get my surprise?” He questions on a sexy, sinful smirk.

I shake my head. “No, you ruined it.” His hands trail down to my ass, giving it a playful squeeze.

“I never ruin anything, besides, now we can celebrate with that bottle of bubbly and som
whipped cream.” He releases me, striding confidently from the room. The man is insatiable, but s
4am I. There’s no way I deny him anything.

Quickly, I grab Chelsea’s jumper and her boots and head back to the living room to find Austi

chatting to my dad about taking a family vacation next year and my mother and Chelsea playing witl
sBarbie doll’s dressing them up in the tiny fur coats she got for Christmas.

“I'm ready!” She squeals excitedly. If it weren’t for her, my parents would still be on the fenc:

about Austin and me, but because of her personality, she’s won them over in record time. My heat
,soars when I think of how happy [ am with my new family.

“Come on, Sweetheart, let’s go before the ice melts.” Dad teases as he grabs his keys, shakin,
hands with Austin and the three of them make their way out the door. And then we’re alone.

“Now, Shortcake, it’s time for me to devour your sweet pussy,” he murmurs in my ear sendin,
heat traveling all the way to my toes.

“You’re going to kiss me with that dirty mouth?”” I quip, spinning in his arms.

“I’'m going to do so much more than kiss you,” he smirks, lifting me by my ass, I wrap my leg
around him as he walks us into his bedroom. I'm already wet and needy when he slides my tights an
jpanties down my legs.

“You’re so beautiful, Shortcake,” the words he tells me every day send my heart soaring.

“And you’re so handsome, Doctor,” I wink down as he leans in between my legs. His lips feathe
ysoﬁ kisses from my ankles to my knees. He moves slow, torturously slow. My body bows off the be:
Land I can’t help fisting the sheet. “quite taunting me,” I tell him. All I get in response 1s a chuckle.

His mouth is warm as he moves higher, just missing my drenched core. “You know,” he say

between kisses, “I could lick,” kiss, “devour,” kiss, “and play with you all day.” Another kiss, but thi
Itime, he sucks the sensitive skin of my inner thigh into his mouth, sucking on it until I’'m sure he leave
_a bruise.
" He continues on the same way to the other thigh and I’'m ready to explode when he gently strok
My pussy with two fingers. Up and down my slit causing me to shudder and my legs to tremble.
“BEacause,” he says, blowing cool air on my core. “I love watching you come apart for me
Shortcake,” his words are husky and low. Then, before I have time to respond, or think of anythin,
oore, his mouth lands on my slit, sucking my clit into his mouth and I’'m unraveling like a ball o
Elstring. My cries are loud and I’'m thankful that Chels isn’t here because I'm sure the neighbors ca
hear me.

My eyes roll back as he dips two fingers inside me, pumping them in and out, another orgasm s«

fierce hits me that I’m certain I’m about to pass out. He doesn’t relent. I’ve drenched his mouth, face
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atongue and I can’t stop chanting his name.

“That’s my sweetness,” he utters with reverence.

a  I’'m still coming down from the high when he rises and I notice he’s already naked. He settle

chimself over me, between my thighs and nudges my entrance. Easily, my slick heat accepts him and
wrap myself around him like I’m trying to climb into him. As if we’re about to become one person.

h  “Austin,” his name on my lips is pure pleasure as he moves with me. Our bodies are synced a
always. His cock plunges into my depths causing me to claw at his back, pulling him deeper. “More
please,” I cry out as the crown of his dick hits that spot and I see stars.

“Yes, baby, come for me,” he growls and I do. I fly apart around him, pulsing and sucking him int
emy body. I’'m needy. I want all of him. Always. Forever.

> “Ilove you, Austin,” I whisper into his ear.

His eyes meet mine and they crinkle when he smiles. “And I love you, Lily.”

h R

Thank you for reading Austin’s Christmas Shortcake! If you want more steamy romance from Dani
René, be sure to read KNEEL.
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CHAPTER ONE

Hannah

M an, DRIVING FOR ten hours by yourself in a beat-up 2001 Honda is so much fun. .. said no one ever!

My butt hurts, my neck is stiff, ’'m hungry, and I have to pee like a racehorse. Of course, for th
last thirty miles, there has been no gas station, no convenient store, or any other place I could possibl
pull this car over.

I could just stop at the side of the road, but my car has a habit of cutting off when it comes to :
stop and then needing a jump start to get going again. So, yeah, that’s not an option.

Briefly, I entertain the thought of trying to pee in a bottle while driving, but then remembered I'm
girl so that probably wouldn’t end well either.

Ten minutes later, and about five minutes from my bladder exploding, I finally spot a sign for a ga
station. I hit the gas instead of the breaks as I turn into the exit with my tires squealing. Barely makin,
it through the curve, skimming the grass on the side. I don’t stop at the stop sign either. Like somy
madwoman, [ drive up to the gas station convenience store. Parking right up front, I jump out of th
car and sprint inside.

“Bathroom?” I yell at the teenage boy behind the register. He looks at me uninterested, clearly no
understanding the seriousness of this situation.

We’ll see how uninterested you’ll be when you have to mop up urine from the floor.

Raising his arm, he points to the back of the store. I race in the direction he indicated with a spee:
that would rival Usain Bolt’s.

When [ finally get into the stall and pull my pants down, I start peeing before my ass touches th
seat all the way. My pee is coming out like a flood and with a ferocity that reminds me of a firehos:
shooting water thirty feet in the air.

Ahhhhh, sweet baby Jesus... relief.

My whole body sags, finally relaxing as my bladder releases what feels like five gallons of pee
When I’m done, I feel like a deflated balloon, one that was overfilled and is glad to be flat now.

Reaching over, I feel for the end of the toilet paper roll under the plastic holder. Just to find it
yup, you guessed it... empty. Of course, it’s freaking empty.

Motherfuckingfuck!

As I see it, | have two options. One, I walk to the next stall. Two, I let my ass air dry. Not wantin;
to have pee dried on my skin for the rest of the drive, I go for option one. With my pants still aroun
my ankles. I open the door and scurry to the next stall, almost falling over my own feet.

To my utter shock, no one actually comes into the bathroom on my little trip, and I do find toile
paper in the next stall.

After washing my hands, I walk out of the bathroom and back into the store. I’'m so hungry I woul:
eat anything right now. Suddenly, a delicious savory smell meets my nose. Pizza?

“Hey, kid, 1s that pizza I’'m smelling?”

“Yeah, that’s my lunch, lady. Made it in the microwave. We don’t actually sell pizza. We do sel
nuts,” he points to the shelves with crackers and peanuts. Then he adds with a grin, “We have salt



nuts. Do you not like salty nuts?”’

“Funny,” I roll my eyes. “I’ll give you ten bucks for your microwave pizza.”

“Fifteen,” he counters. I don’t know if I want to slap his shoulder and tell him good job or slap hi
face and tell him to go to hell.

“Ten, and I’ll show you my boobs.”

His eyes go wide, and he slightly leans forward. “Seriously?”

“No, you perv! I’ll give you five and not call your mom and tell her what a little punk you are.”

“Okay, okay.” He says, holding his hands up in the air before disappearing into the back room.

I grab a coffee and a soda before I pay that little weasel. He puts the steaming pizza on a piece o
cardboard and hands it to me. With everything in my hands, I walk outside, making a little bell rin;
above the door as I open it.

Unable to wait any longer, I take a bite of the pizza before I make it to the car. The melted chees:
Elhits my lips, and I swear it burns the first few layers of my skin right off. I jerk at the pain and m
coffee tips over, spilling all over the front of my shirt.

Damnit.

Wishing the day would already be over, I walk to the car and get in. Saying a silent prayer that m
car will start now. I turn the key in the ignition, and thank god the engine roars to life. I really shouls
get a new car. My parents have offered to buy me one a million times, but I’'m too proud to take th
money.

I have enough gas in the tank to make it the thirty miles I have left to the cabin, so I don’t stoj
again for anything.

Forty minutes later, after a trip that has seemed endless and traumatic to both my bladder and lip,
pull up to my family’s cabin. The place looks just as it always has. Like one of those cabins you se
on the side of the road that you keep driving past. You know, the ones where the door 1s half hangin;
on and is deserted. Just kidding, it looks like your typical family cabin. A homey, rustic, woode:
cabin pressed against the picturesque mountain skyline.

My dad is a contractor and did most of the work himself, it’s his pride and joy. We spend ever
Christmas here, also other holidays and long weekends as well.

My feet haven’t even touched the first step going up to the porch when the door flies oper
“slamming into the side of the house, and my sister Laura appears. “Hannah,” she squeals. “There yo
are...” She stops mid-sentence, her eyes roaming over me, paying special attention to my burned lij
"and my coffee-stained shirt. “What happened to you?”

“Don’t ask,” I tell her, my swollen lip feeling funny as I do. She shakes her head, suddenly no
interested in my day anymore. Well, fine, I wasn’t going to tell you anyway.

“Oh my god, Hannah, you won’t believe who 1s here,” she squeals again and this time her voic:
remains high-pitched, excitement pouring out of her.

“Mhhh, Santa?”

“Don’t be silly. He won’t come until Christmas Eve. Come in, and you’ll see.” She jumps up an
down like a little kid and waves me into the cabin. As soon as I step in, my mom comes rushing ov
from the kitchen.

“Hannah, it’s about time. We were about to send a search party out for you.”

“Hi, Mom.” I hug her, holding on a little longer than I normally would. Mom-hugs always mak
yeverything better. Until they ruin it by saying something stupid, which happens every single time.
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“Is that herpes on your lip?”” she whispers into my hair.

“No,” I answer, releasing her. “I burned myself on some cheese pizza.”

s “Oh, dear, come in. I’'ll bring you something to make you feel better.” My mom scurries away
heading back into the kitchen. Which 1s technically her second home during the holidays. I’'m prett
sure she has a makeshift bed in the pantry.

I turn back to my sister, who is shifting on her legs impatiently, or maybe she has to pee? I knov
that feeling. “Everybody is in the living room.” She grabs my wrist and starts pulling me down th
hallway.

t  “Why are you so excited? Who is here?” I’d much rather hide in the kitchen than be dragge:

sacross the house. Haven’t I endured enough today, Satan? It’s the holidays for heaven’s sake.

“Just wait... It’s a surprise. You’ll be so shocked to see who I have been dating,” she swells wit]

eexcitement, her eagerness almost infectious... almost.

y  Pulling me into the living room, she yells at the top of her lungs, “Surprise!”

Surprise in fucking deed. Sitting in my family’s living room like I expected i1s my father. A
always, he 1s glued to his trusted recliner. However, there are two guys I didn’t expect to be here

yJake and Jonas Wilder. One of which I had planned never to see again. Jake isn’t so bad. Jona

dthough... Sure he’s gorgeous, with dark hair and a sparkle in blue eyes, but he’s really the devil. A

eevil, wicked, ruin everything devil.

Jonas Wilder, my childhood crush... my archenemy. One look, and I’m ready to run back out t

osthe car that I know won’t start. This can’t be happening right now. And yet my feet won’t move.
can’t stop staring.

I “What the hell are they doing here?” I say out loud before I can stop myself. Laura is sprintin;

eacross the room and flops into Jake’s lap. He throws his arms around her and pulls her into a kiss.

gguess that answers my question.

n  “Hey, sweetheart,” my father says, without looking up from his football game.

“Nice to see you too. Is that herpes on your mouth?” Jonas grins, “I guess better on your face thai

ydown below, right?” He burst out into laughter, slapping a hand against his knee. No one else laughs
especially not me.

,  “Ignore him,” Jake says, lifting his chin toward his brother.

o “Tl try my best,” I say under my breath. Turning around, I walk right out of the living room an

sback into the kitchen. My mom cuts in front of me, a plate of snowman-shaped cookies shoved into m
face.

t  “Here, have one. I made your favorite,” she smiles, but the smile is fake and suspicious, ver
suspicious. She is up to something.

e “Why are you giving me a cookie?” I question, shoving half the thing past my lips. For safi
measure, I grab a second.

“Grandma 1s on her way too, but she didn’t want to make the drive on her own, so she 1s bringin;

1Darla.”

it “Ugh, not Darla,” I whine like a toddler not getting her way. Darla is my least favorite cousin. Sh
1s snotty, uptight, and a complete grinch. She’ll suck the happiness out of the room for sure.

“There 1s more,” she admits, shoving another cookie into my mouth. I don’t think I can handl

emuch more. “Since we have some extra people in the house, I’ve had to shake up the sleepin
arrangements a little.”



Oh god...
“Shake 1t up, how?”” I barely get the words out, my mouth overflowing with sugary goodness.

n, “I gave Laura and Jake the guest room at the end of the hall, Grandma the one next to it, Darl:

yinsisted on sleeping on the couch because she needs the TV to go to sleep. So that means—"

“No, Mom... no.” I shake my head, knowing exactly where this is going. I did the math in m
vhead, there is only one room left and two people. “I’m not sharing a room with Jonas.”

e My mom frowns, “Don’t be dramatic, sweetie. You’re both adults, and it’s not like you have t
sleep next to each other. There’s a bunk bed in there, remember?”

1 “Mom I really don’t want to...” I try not to whine but the thought of sleeping next to my arc
enemy makes me damn near break out in hives.

h  “Hannah please, it’s for a week, not your entire life.” Ugh, she’s right but that doesn’t mean I hav
to like it. Still she’s my mother, and it is Christmas and the last thing I want to do is ruin our famil
trip.

s “Fine,” I mutter. Grabbing all the cookies from the plate in my mom’s hand, I turn and walk bac]

.to the front door. “I’'m getting my stuft out of the car,” I mumble, my mouth still filled with sugar

sgoodness. The only freaking good thing about today are these cookies.

n  Santa better be bringing me something amazing this year. Especially if I have to share a bunk be:
with Jonas Wilder.
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Oh god...

“Shake i1t up, how?”” I barely get the words out, my mouth overflowing with sugary goodness.

“I gave Laura and Jake the guest room at the end of the hall, Grandma the one next to it, Darla
insisted on sleeping on the couch because she needs the TV to go to sleep. So that means—"

“No, Mom... no.” I shake my head, knowing exactly where this is going. I did the math in my
head, there is only one room left and two people. “I’m not sharing a room with Jonas.”

My mom frowns, “Don’t be dramatic, sweetie. You’re both adults, and it’s not like you have to
sleep next to each other. There’s a bunk bed in there, remember?”

“Mom I really don’t want to...” I try not to whine but the thought of sleeping next to my arch
enemy makes me damn near break out in hives.

“Hannah please, i1t’s for a week, not your entire life.” Ugh, she’s right but that doesn’t mean [ have
to like it. Still she’s my mother, and it is Christmas and the last thing I want to do is ruin our family
trip.

“Fine,” I mutter. Grabbing all the cookies from the plate in my mom’s hand, I turn and walk back
to the front door. “I’'m getting my stuff out of the car,” I mumble, my mouth still filled with sugary
goodness. The only freaking good thing about today are these cookies.

Santa better be bringing me something amazing this year. Especially if I have to share a bunk bed
with Jonas Wilder.



CHAPTER TWO

Jonas

“Ths 1s GREAT, Anita,” I tell Hannah’s mom, as I spear another piece of her herb-crusted chicken an
toss it down the hatch.

“Well, thank you, Jonas. You’re so sweet,” Anita smiles, and Hannah snorts next to her at th
word sweet. 1 watch with amusement as she takes her fork and stabs her chicken like she is about t
murder it. Is she imagining I’m that chicken? The way she glares up at me, then back down at he
chicken, tells me I’m spot on with that thought.

I don’t blame her for hating me. I was a class A jerk to her in school. It started when we wer
little kids. Throwing worms and frogs at her. Which later turned to tugging on her pigtails and tellin
her she smelt like old people. None of those things took the cake of what my stupid ass did in hig
school. Just thinking about it has my stomach churning.

“Oh my god, Jonas, I can't believe you got this! You’'re the man!” My best friend, Erin yells
making half of the kids on the bus turn their heads.

“Shut up and give me back the picture.” He was never supposed to see it in the first place. N«
one was supposed to see it. Taking the picture was wrong, keeping it was simply dumb, carrying i
around in my backpack... the biggest mistake of my life. I can't believe I did this.

“Let me keep it for a day, I'll give it back to you tomorrow,” Erin grins.

“No way, give it back,” I growl as I snatch it out of his hand. He rolls his eyes at me, and I'n
seriously thinking about punching him.

“Fine, loser,” he whispers, before he says much louder, “Hey, Hannah.”

We sit all the way in the back of the bus, while Hannah sits three rows ahead of us. She look
up from the book she s reading and turns in her seat. Looking over her shoulder, her beautiful bi;
eyes find mine, then swing over to Erin.

“Hannah, I was wondering if you wear a push-up bra or just stuff socks in a regular bra?
Half of the bus starts snickering, and I jab Erin in the side for being such an asshole. It’s one thin;
when I’'m a dick to her, but it’s another for him to be.

“Screw you, ” Hannah snaps and turns back around in her seat.

Smirking Erin continues, “’Cause I know you must be doing something. I know for a fact you
tits are much smaller than they look right now.”

Hannah turns back a furious glare in her eyes, “Don't flatter yourself. I would never show m
boobs to you.

“But you already did,” he laughs, and I watch Hannah's glare morph into confusion before sh
twists back around once more. I watch her silky brown hair settle onto her now stiff shoulders, anc
[ tell myself I'm going to burn that damn picture as soon as I get home. No one else can ever ge
their hands on it. No one.

Shaking the thought away, I bring my attention back to the chicken.



“Where did you say your parents went again?” Dave, Anita’s husband, asks, probably trying t
better the mood with some small talk.

“Hawaii,” I tell him. “My mom has been talking about it forever, so they finally went this yeai
They won’t be back until after New Year’s.” This is the reason I’'m here in the first place. Jak
insisted I come so I wouldn’t be home alone over the holidays. I jumped on the opportunity to com
here, and not because of it being Christmas. Well, maybe a little, but mostly it’s because of the brown

jhaired beauty sitting across the table, currently staring daggers through me.

She’s adorable like always with her cute button nose, tempting green eyes, and full lips.

Truth is, I’ve always liked her. It started in kindergarten with an innocent crush, but of course, lik
every six-year-old boy, I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted her to pay attention to me, and I didn’
care how I made it happen. Turns out, I ended up pushing her away more than pulling her in.

“Hawaii 1s nice and all, but Christmas there? What are you supposed to decorate? A palm tree? /
rock on the beach? Besides Christmas should be spent with family—" Anita shakes her head an
elbows Dave in the side.

“Sorry,” Dave says sheepishly.

“We’re very happy to have you and your brother here,” Anita dismisses her husband with a sid
glare.

“Speak for yourself,” Hannah shoves the green beans on her plate around.

“Hannah,” Anita scolds. I can’t help but smile, Hannah wears her hate like a comfy sweater, th
»one you never want to take off.
¢t “What? You want me to lie?”” She put a huge piece of chicken into her mouth and starts to chew 1

like she 1s angry at it.

“Can you just get over whatever you are mad at him for?” Laura asks, shooting her sister :

npleading look.

“No,” Hannah simply says, without any further explanation, and I’'m glad she doesn’t elaborate.
don’t think her dad would let me sit at this table if he knew what I’d done to his daughter in hig

sschool.

g “Ugh, why do you always have to be so difficult?”” Laura whines, and I think she stomps her foo
under the table. “And don’t double dip in the cheese fondue! I don’t want your herpes.”

7 “It’s not herpes!” Hannah full-on yells now, her cheeks turning a soft pink. “I burned myself o

gpizza!”

“Girls,” Dave’s voice rises above everyone else’s, and I know he’s just trying to calm hi
daughters, but that seems to only cause more tension. Clearly fed up, Hannah gets up, grabs her plate

rand stomps out of the room. Ten seconds later, a door slams shut, somewhere off in the distance. Afte
that, the room falls into an awkward silence.

y  Jake clears his throat, “Thank you for having us. We really appreciate you taking us in for th
holidays.”

e “I’m sorry about Hannah,” I apologize for her. Only when the words have left my mouth, do

Jrealize how weird that sounded. “I mean, I’m sorry about Hannah and me...” Nope, that’s not better

¢“I should have told you that Hannah and I don’t get along.” Saved it.

“It’s not your fault, she 1s being a big baby,” Laura says.

“Whatever happened between you two is in the past, I’'m sure you’ll figure it out. It’s Christmas
after all. What better time than now to bury old hatchets and become friends?”” Anita smiles.
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>  “I hope so.” Although I doubt it. She hates my guts, and I don’t think eggnog and mistletoe ar
going to help change that. After dinner, I help Anita and Laura clean up in the kitchen. It’s better thas
~having a run-in with Hannah.
e Luckily, we manage to stay out of each other’s way for the rest of the night. The cabin is prett
ebig, so I didn’t think it would be a problem, at least not during the day. But right now, it’s not daytime
-1t’s eleven o’clock at night, and after being up since five this morning, I’'m ready to hit the hay. Makin,
my way through the house, I pray that she’s already asleep so I can just sneak in, and I won’t have t
talk to her.
¢  Turning down the hallway, I freeze mid-step because standing at the other end of the hall 1
tHannah. The moment she looks up and finds me standing there like an idiot, her face falls. She mus
have been upstairs this whole time.
\  “Iwas just getting ready to go to bed,” she announces, and I’m not sure why she is telling me this
1Like I care when she goes to bed.
“Okay, I’m not stopping you. I’'m going to bed too.” Is she expecting me to turn around and com
back later? I don’t understand. Forcing my legs to work again, I head toward the bedroom we ar
eabout to share for the next week.
A deep scowl forms on her face, and she heads toward me. I open the door, and she walks 1
before I can, shouldering right past me. Well, that’s rude as fuck. When I came in here earlier, I ha
edeposited my bag on the bottom bunk bed.
Since then, my duffle bag has been replaced by a deep purple suitcase, one that I’'m assuming 1
tHannah’s. My bag, of course, is on the floor, half of the stuff spilled out since the now open bag look
to have been thrown off the bed, maybe even kicked?
a  “What did my bag ever do to you?”
“The bag did nothing, it’s the owner that’s a total jerk.”
I “That’s fair,” I mumble and start picking up my stuff. I glance up at her and catch a surprised lool
hcovering her features. Does she think I don’t know that I'm a jerk? Or was. Before I can think muc]
about it or even say anything, she starts talking again.
t  “I’'msleeping on the bottom bunk.”
“I gathered that much,” I say sarcastically. She huffs and disappears into the attached bathroor
nwith some clothes tucked under her arm.
While she 1s gone, I strip out of my clothes, down to my boxers. I didn’t know I would be sharin,
sa room, so I didn’t bring anything to wear to sleep in. She’ll just have to deal with it. I’'m about t
,,climb up onto the top bunk when the bathroom door opens, and she steps back into the room wearin;
rsome candy cane flannel pajamas and a white camisole. Unable to hide my amusement from the wa;
her face reddens, I smirk.
e “Can’t you put some clothes on?” She stomps across the room and flops onto her mattress like :
hormonal teenager. The bed creaks with the movement. Hopefully, she doesn’t move a lot in he
Isleep. Otherwise, neither of us will get any sleep.
~ “Nope. Besides, you looked like you enjoyed the view. I think I might have even seen som
drool.”
“Shut up!” She yells.
, I chuckle deeply and start climbing up the wooden slats of the bed. The entire bed sways wit
each move I make, and for a moment, I’'m worried it will give out under my weight. After all, this is



ebed made for kids, not full-grown adults. Carefully, I proceed onto the mattress, the whole thin;
ncreaking as I go.

“Okay, stop! I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to die tonight,” Hannah yells from down below
y“Get off the top, before the bed collapses on top of me.” She scurries away as if the bed is going t
,crumble into a million pieces at any moment.

g “Calm down,” I soothe and climb off, jumping to the floor when I’m halfway down the laddei

>Without another word, she brushes past me and climbs up the ladder, which seems to be going muc]
better with only her weight.

s I wait until she 1s over the edge so I can get a nice view of her perfectly shaped butt as she bend

tover. [ don’t feel bad about checking her out, mainly because I know she checked me out just now, an
I’m wearing nothing but my underwear while she is nearly fully clothed.

As soon as she is in bed, she turns away from me, settling onto her side. Shaking my head at he

stubbornness, I slam down onto the bottom bunk and tug the covers up and over my body, stoppin;

eonce they reach my chin.

e “Good night, sweet cheeks,” I yawn, thinking about that firm, ready to squeeze ass of hers.
wonder what it would look like all pink?

n  “Shut up, creep,” she grumbles, making me smile. I think about apologizing to her for being such

Iprick when we were younger but decide to hold my tongue. Truthfully, I like Hannah like this; snark
and sarcastic.

s This Christmas might turn out to be one hell of a good one.
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bed made for kids, not full-grown adults. Carefully, I proceed onto the mattress, the whole thing
creaking as I go.

“Okay, stop! I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to die tonight,” Hannah yells from down below.
“Get off the top, before the bed collapses on top of me.” She scurries away as if the bed i1s going to
crumble into a million pieces at any moment.

“Calm down,” I soothe and climb off, jumping to the floor when I’'m halfway down the ladder.
Without another word, she brushes past me and climbs up the ladder, which seems to be going much
better with only her weight.

I wait until she is over the edge so I can get a nice view of her perfectly shaped butt as she bends
over. [ don’t feel bad about checking her out, mainly because I know she checked me out just now, and
I’m wearing nothing but my underwear while she 1s nearly fully clothed.

As soon as she 1s in bed, she turns away from me, settling onto her side. Shaking my head at her
stubbornness, I slam down onto the bottom bunk and tug the covers up and over my body, stopping
once they reach my chin.

“Good night, sweet cheeks,” 1 yawn, thinking about that firm, ready to squeeze ass of hers. I
wonder what it would look like all pink?

“Shut up, creep,” she grumbles, making me smile. I think about apologizing to her for being such a
prick when we were younger but decide to hold my tongue. Truthfully, I like Hannah like this; snarky
and sarcastic.

This Christmas might turn out to be one hell of a good one.



CHAPTER THREE

Hannah

CLiveiNG our oF bed, 1 stomp to the bathroom, making sure I’'m extra loud, so I wake Jonas up. Or a
least annoy him a little. I purposely avert my vision as not to look at his half-naked body. It wa
enough having to go to sleep knowing he was right there, lying under me.

“So, you're not a morning person, I guess.” Jonas’s voice is sleepy. He groans like he i
stretching, and I have to force myself not to turn around and gawk at him. I need to remember hov
much I hate him. How much he hurt me in high school.

“Hannah,” Lily calls my name again, knocking softly at the bathroom stall. “It’s gonna b
okay.”

“Nothing is okay,” I sob. “Everybody saw the picture. The whole freaking school.”

More tears stream down my face. What did I ever do to him? Why would Jonas do this to me?
hate him so much. I will always hate him for this.

Stepping into the small bathroom, I slam the door shut behind me. I wish the thing had a lock, bu
of course, 1t doesn’t.

Gazing into the mirror, I have to agree with him for once. I am not a morning person, non
whatsoever, and if it weren’t for him being in the room making me uncomfortable, I would probabl
sleep all day. Especially knowing that my mom would eventually bring some food to my room. Aht
those were the days. When food was brought to you, and you had no bills, and you could do whateve
you wanted all day.

Without looking, I grab my toothbrush from the sink and smear some toothpaste on it. I count t
sixty and hum the jingle bells tune in my head while brushing. When I get to fifty-two, my eyes catc!
on something odd sitting next to the sink.

My toothbrush.

It takes me a whole two seconds to put one and two together, and when I do, I pull the toothbrus!
out of my mouth and look at it. OMG! No. Instantly, my gag reflex kicks in. Spit flies everywhere
covering the mirror and the sink in a flash.

Turning on the water, [ hold my head under the faucet to rinse out my mouth.

This 1s so disgusting. I’m pretty sure I just had Jonas’s toothbrush in my mouth. All over again,
start to gag.

“Hey, are you okay in there?”” Jonas’s muffled voice filters through the closed door. “You soun
like you’re choking. Need me to do the Heimlich?”

Without bothering to wipe my face, I open the door, holding his toothbrush out like I’'m showin;
him what he did wrong.

“Is this yours?” I ask, spit and water dripping down my chin.

“Yeah,” he says, confusion coating his voice. My stomach churns, and I feel the need to wash ou
my mouth again, maybe with bleach this time. Definitely with bleach.



Frowning, [ admit, “I just used your toothbrush.”

Like the asshole he is, he starts laughing like I just told him the funniest joke he’s ever heard. “It’
kind of like you frenched kissed me.”

“Eww,” I whine and push past him and into the room. His skin burns against mine, and as my gaz
drifts over his body, I realize he is still in nothing more than his boxers. “And for the love of god pu
some clothes on! This isn’t your apartment. It’s a family cabin, and 1t’s Christmas. Not a GQ spread.”

{ How the hell am I going to keep my head straight with him flaunting his abs, bulging pecs, an

Smuscular shoulders? Suddenly my mind drifts... I bet he could hold me up while fucking me agains
the wall...

Stop! Do. Not. Think. Like. That. Jesus, look at me already drooling over the jerk-face.

“Does my nakedness bother you?”” Jonas snickers.

“No, it’s just you, all of you... every single part of you.”

“I’m sure that some parts of me don’t,” he says, teasing me. He even winks, or maybe he’s go

esomething in his eye. Wait, is he flirting? No, he 1s being an asshole, that’s all. Ignoring what he said
I sit down and put my wool socks on.

Just as I’'m pulling the second one on, I hear loud laughter carrying through the house. Getting up,

Jopen the door, and I’'m met with my grandma’s cheery voice, which is coming from downstairs
Excitement grips onto me, and I speed walk down the hall and down the stairs doing my best not t
trip along the way.

it “Nana!” I squeal like a five-year-old. To be fair, I haven’t seen my grandma since last Christmas
That seems to be the only time we can manage to all get together as a family.

©  The front door is still open when I reach my grandma and wrap my arms around her. Cold win

Yfrom outside whips against my face, making me shiver.

L “How are you, Hannah, my sweet grandbaby?”” she coos, rubbing her warm hands down my back.

I “Nana, I'm twenty-five. Not a baby anymore,” I giggle, another gust of wind comes from th
outside. “Can someone close the door already?”

O That’s the moment Darla chooses to walk into the house, looking like a designer boutique threv

hup on her. With oversized Gucci sunglasses covering half of her face, a white fur coat, dark skinn
jeans, and high-heeled boots, one would think she was going to a nightclub or out with the girls, not :
family gathering. Then I notice that she is pulling a large pink suitcase behind her, big enough to hols

helothes for three weeks instead of one. What the hell? Who is this girl?

»  “Hannah,” she greets me while looking me up and down with a judging eye. “I have anothe
suitcase out in the car, do you mind getting it for me?”

Is she freaking serious, right now? Of course, she is, it’s Darla.
“Hello to you too, Darla. I do mind, considering that I’'m in my pajamas and that I’m not you
butler.”

1 She opens her mouth, no doubt about to come back with a snarky remark when something behin
me catches her attention.

2 “I can get your suitcase for you,” Jonas chimes in, coming down the stairs completely dressed
Darla’s eyes go wide as she takes in Jonas. She licks her lips and takes off her too-big sunglasses
Dear Lord in heaven...

It «“Oh, hi. If you could get it for me, that would be super nice,” she chirps while batting her coal
black eyelashes at him.

I



“No problem,” he winks at her and walks out. A nasty icky feeling creeps up my spine and coat
smy insides. It’s almost like... it feels like it might be. No, it can’t be. I 'm not jealous! I yell at mysel
in my head, but it doesn’t make it any less true.

e “I was going to apologize for forcing you to room with this guy, but after seeing him, I should sa

ityou’re welcome,” my grandma giggles.

“Nana...” I shake my head at her. She has no idea. Not the first clue about the kind of guy Jonas is

1 “What? He 1s a fine male specimen, and if I were your age, I would climb that man like a tree.”

t  “Nana! Oh my god,” I can’t help but laugh at her dirty-minded humor, feeling lighthearted all of:
sudden. My nana has always known how to make me smile. Of course, Darla takes that moment t
sour my mood.

“Is that herpes on your face?” Darla’s annoying voice makes the whole thing even worse. All
want to do 1s get away from this. From him and now from her.

it “I swear 1f I hear the word herpes one more time...” I leave the threat wide open, mostly becaus:

LI don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe my head will explode, fake herpes going everywhere. O
maybe I’ll lose my shit and punch them in the face. Russian roulette.

I “Whatever, I'm going to go enjoy a hot shower. Tell the hottie to bring my suitcase into the livin;

.room, will ya?” She shoves past us, going to greet the rest of the family.

>  “His name is Jonas,” I growl through my clenched teeth, feeling the unwanted jealousy returnin;
with a vengeance. What the hell is wrong with me? I should be glad she’s here, those two are mad:

.for each other. Mean, egotistical, and selfish. I swear you couldn’t have put two better peopl
together.

1 “Do I sense some hostility?”” Grandma snickers and I can already see that she’s piecing the puzzl
pieces together.

“No, Grandma, whatever you’re thinking it’s a no. I’'m going to go take a shower, and then I’l
ecome back down, and we can catch up with some hot coco?”

Grandma smiles, and my body warms all over, there is nothing like your grandma. She’s like you
vfavorite blanket, the one that has been with you through everything.

y  “Of course, hurry along.” She ushers me away, and I shake my head, a smile still on my lips

aWalking back the way I just came, a little slower this time, I head into the room. As soon as I ente1

1I’'m greeted with Jonas’s intoxicating scent. He smells like pine and cinnamon, and man. I have got t
stop thinking about him like this.

r  He’s nothing, just some jerk that made every day of my life growing up horrendous. Searchin;
through my suitcase, I find some Christmas leggings and a long-sleeve T-shirt. Then I go into th
bathroom and strip out of my clothes.

r  Turning the water to hot, I wait till the bathroom starts to fill with steam before I step into th
shower. Yes, a shower was exactly what I needed. Slowly the water helps to ease my tense muscles

dthat wouldn’t be so tense if it weren’t for Jonas. Shoving the jerk from my mind, I wash my hair an
body. I rinse thoroughly and then hop out.

. Itisn’t until ’'m standing there on the bath mat, dripping like a wet dog that I realize I don’t have :

.towel. Shit. Of all the things to forget to grab. Standing there, I try and figure out what the hell I'r
going to do. Tiptoeing to the door, ’'m startled when I hear a loud commotion in the bedroom. /

-scream catches in my throat as the door comes flying open, and Jonas of all people appears in front o
me.



s “Get out!” I squeal like a pig, trying to cover my vag and boobs at the same time, while quickl
frealizing I don’t have enough hands.
“Fuck, Jesus. ’'m sorry,” he says, his features tight, although his eyes don’t stop their perusal ove
ymy body. I can see carnal need reflecting in his dark depths, and I have to remind myself that he is :
complete asshole.
“Oh my god! Stop staring at me. Grab the towel on the bottom bunk, jerk-face,” I order, an
almost sigh in relief when he absentmindedly turns, grabs the towel and tosses it at me. [ wrap 1
aaround myself, wishing it was as big as a comforter so it could cover every inch of my flesh. I feel s«
dbare and exposed right now. As if he’s in shock, he just stands there staring at my now partiall
covered body.
I “Jonas,” I yell his name this time, and that does it. Suddenly, he’s snapping out of it, his eyes g
from feral to annoyed in a second.
e “It’s not my fault you were in here, and you don’t have to be such a prude. You don’t hav
ranything [ haven’t seen before.”
I roll my eyes and point out of the room, “Get out!”
g Shaking his head, he turns and slams the door. I’m certain that my embarrassment is over, but the;
he goes and opens his mouth again.
g “Iwill say you have nice tits though.”
e Growling, I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling. I can’t believe my archenemy just saw m
enaked, and worse yet, he thinks my boobs are nice.
What the hell?
e Santa, please, help me. Orange isn’t a good color for me, and murder is looking better and bette
with each second.
1
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“Get out!” I squeal like a pig, trying to cover my vag and boobs at the same time, while quickly
realizing I don’t have enough hands.

“Fuck, Jesus. I’'m sorry,” he says, his features tight, although his eyes don’t stop their perusal over
my body. I can see carnal need reflecting in his dark depths, and I have to remind myself that he is a
complete asshole.

“Oh my god! Stop staring at me. Grab the towel on the bottom bunk, jerk-face,” I order, and
almost sigh in relief when he absentmindedly turns, grabs the towel and tosses it at me. I wrap it
around myself, wishing it was as big as a comforter so it could cover every inch of my flesh. I feel so
bare and exposed right now. As if he’s in shock, he just stands there staring at my now partially
covered body.

“Jonas,” I yell his name this time, and that does it. Suddenly, he’s snapping out of it, his eyes go
from feral to annoyed in a second.

“It’s not my fault you were in here, and you don’t have to be such a prude. You don’t have
anything [ haven’t seen before.”

I roll my eyes and point out of the room, “Get out!”

Shaking his head, he turns and slams the door. I’'m certain that my embarrassment is over, but then
he goes and opens his mouth again.

“I will say you have nice tits though.”

Growling, I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling. I can’t believe my archenemy just saw me
naked, and worse yet, he thinks my boobs are nice.

What the hell?

Santa, please, help me. Orange i1sn’t a good color for me, and murder is looking better and better
with each second.



CHAPTER FOUR

Jonas

AL pay axp all night, I could only think about one thing. Hannah’s naked body. Her perky, fill-my
hand sized breasts, her small waist, and wide hips leading me right to the most important part nestle:
between her thighs.

Her pussy was bare besides a tiny groomed landing strip above her slit. I really want to touch i
and see if it is as smooth and soft as it looked. Just the thought has my cock stirring in my pants.

“Jonas, could you hand me the butter, please,” Anita’s voice drags me out of my little fantasy. /
place I shouldn’t have let my mind wander, to begin with. It’s only then that I realize I have bee
standing in the middle of the kitchen staring at the white wall. All while running naked picture
through my mind like one of those porn machines they had in the fifties.

“Ah, sure. How much do you need?” I ask, opening the fridge. Anita roped me into helping her ge
the dough ready as soon as I came downstairs. Almost everyone in the house, including Hannah, 1
still asleep. I’'m kind of an early riser, so I wasn’t surprised.

“All of it,” she tells me, and I stare at the pile of butter. It’s filling the complete bottom shelf of th
fridge. Holy butter ...

“Mhm, all of 1t?”” I need to confirm this is right. Does she know how much is in here?

“Yes,” she chuckles. “We’re making eight batches of cookie dough, and I need three sticks o
butter for each.”

“If you say so.” I shrug and start to get the butter out, lining the sticks up as instructed by Anita.

“You’ve been sleeping well?”” Anita asks out of the blue.

“Me? Yeah, of course. Why? I mean, why wouldn’t 1?” 1 stumble over my words, probabl
sounding as guilty as I feel. Does she know about yesterday? Did Hannah tell her? No, she couldn’
have unless she snuck out last night, which I doubt since I was up most of the night thinking about her.

“Oh my god!” Anita yells in a high-pitched voice. I’'m mentally preparing myself to go upstairs
pack my bag and drive home to spend Christmas by myself. Looking over at her, I get ready to explais
myself when I realize she isn’t even looking at me. Instead, she’s looking out the window. I follow he
gaze and immediately know what she is squealing about.

“It’s snowing,” I point out the obvious.

“Yes! Now it’s going to be a perfect Christmas,” she smiles widely, her happiness infectious. /
warm feeling settles in my stomach as I watch the small crystal flakes fall from the sky and start t
settle onto the ground outside.

Soft footfalls echo as someone comes down the stairs, and excitement grips onto me. It’s funny t
think of how excited I am to simply see Hannah. Especially since I saw her right before I cam
downstairs. I turn around, expecting to find my brown-haired beauty with the spunky attitude, but I'r
utterly disappointed when I see Darla instead.

“Ohhh, 1t’s snowing,” she says, clapping her hands together like a seal doing a trick at SeaWorld
Anita returns to her work, mixing ingredients together, and then kneading the dough.”

“Yeah, maybe it will snow enough today that we can go sledding tomorrow,” I suggest.



“Sledding?” Darla says the word like she’s never heard it before. “I can’t risk breaking a nail.

don’t even know where the nearest nail salonis.”

I have to fight both urges, to laugh and roll my eyes.

“Maybe we can relax in the hot tub instead,” she tells me, touching my arm right over my biceps

Of course, that’s the moment Hannah comes down the stairs. Her eyes immediately fall onto Darla’

hand that’s casually resting on my arm. At the sight, her face twists into a deep frown, and I step awa;
_and around the counter. I don’t want her to think something i1s going on with Darla even though 1
jwouldn’t matter if there were.

Opening the refrigerator, I get out a small bottle of orange juice.
¢ When I turn back around, Darla has sat down on a barstool at the end of the island, her attentio

on her long-manicured nails, the same ones she was so worried about a second ago.

“Good morning, Mom,” Hannah greets, ignoring her cousin and myself. She walks up to th

fridge, averting her gaze, clearly trying to look anywhere but at me. I watch her pour herself a glass o
Smilk before she takes a seat at the island as well. It’s the one on the other side, the furthest away fror
Darla.
" “Why don’t you come sit with us?” Darla coos. I notice how she said us when she clearly mear
me.

“Sure,” I fake smile. I walk around the island, cornering the side Darla is sitting on, but instead o
_taking the seat next to her, I pass the two empty seats and sit down on the one right next to Hannak
“Neither says a word, and silence blankets the room.

Opening the bottle, I take a sip of the tangy liquid and peek over to my right. Darla’s staring at me
| fher nose tipped up, a permanent scowl on her face. I know what I’ve done, that I’ve made my choici
between the two of them known. As if there would be any other option but Hannah. Without a wor«
said, she gets up and walks out of the kitchen with her head held high as if she 1s too good for us.

Bye Felicia.

“Well, I guess she didn’t want to help make cookies.” Anita shrugs, clearly having not pair
attention to what just took place. Hannah stares into her cup of milk like it holds all the answers
1gnoring me completely. Am I that disinteresting?

“Will you two help? It’s a family tradition, and I have a ton of baking to do.” She turns to both o
;us, batting her eyelashes as if we could actually say no. This is what it’s all about, cookies, sledding

spending time together as a family. Even though my parents aren’t here, I still feel like I’'m surrounde
by family, minus the grump currently sitting beside me.

“Of course, Mom. I love making cookies. You know that.” Hannah finally looks up from the glas

and at her mom. Her want to please her mom must be greater than her want to get away from me. O
3maybe she thinks I’m going to back out? Think again, sweetheart.

“I’1l help too. I have nothing to do.” I smile and turn to Hannah, who is now staring at me like sh
1s willing grenades from her eyes. I’'m pretty sure if she could kill me and get away with it, sh
would.

“Yay! Okay, so here is the first batch of dough. The dough needs to be rolled out, and then you cai
use the cookie cutters to make shapes.” A rolling pin and every cookie cutter in the county is move:
Lfrom the counter to right in front of us.

A second later, Anita plops a bowl of sugar cookie dough down in front of Hannah.

“Oh, and don’t forget the flour,” she grabs a canister of that from the cabinet and shoves it at me

t
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[“Always coat the dough with lots of flour, or it will stick to the pin and the table. Get to work, kids.

With a smile, she turns away from us and starts another batch, humming a Christmas carol as sh
mixes.

“I really, really don’t like you,” Hannah mutters under her breath as she grabs a handful of flou
sand sprinkles it over the countertop. Next, she takes the blob of dough and deposits it on top of th
yflour. Using her fist, she punches the dough to flatten it, I guess, or maybe just to get out some of he
tpenned-up aggression toward me.

“Are you imagining the dough as my face?”

“Damn straight I am,” she shamelessly admits, giving it another good punch. Unable to resist,
ntake a pinch of flour between my fingers and throw it at her face. She freezes, then slowly turns he

head so she can full-on glaring at me. Her cheek is covered in the white powdery substance, and
ecan’t help but grin from ear to ear.

t  Without ever breaking eye contact, she reaches for the flour container to grab the scoop inside.

nbarely have time to close my eyes before she catapults the entire scoop’s contents into my face. Whe:
I open my eyes again, I find her gaze has softened, and her lips are pulled up into a smile.

t  “You’re gonna regret that,” I warn, just before all flour-hell breaks loose. Like little kids we bot]
start to grab handfuls of flour and throw them at each other, knocking over the whole container in th

fprocess. Within three seconds, the kitchen is engulfed in one big cloud. You can’t see anything bu

L.white powder.

Both of us are smiling and laughing, and for the first time since we were little, I feel like we’r
friends instead of enemies.

e “Are youserious?” Anita yells through the chaos, causing both of us to pause mid-throw. “What 1

dthe world are you two thinking?”

Immediately, I feel bad. Like really, really bad. “I’m sorry, Anita.” I frown, letting my hands fal

down to my sides.

1  “He started it!” Hannah defends herself.

,  “He started it?” Anita asks, her voice so high-pitched it almost hurts my ear. “What are you, five'
You two are acting like children. I don’t care who started it. I want this cleaned up right now.”

t  Anita storms out of the kitchen, frustrated with us, and now I actually do feel like a child. Th

rwhite cloud settles around us, and when I peek over at Hannah, she looks just as disappointed 1

dherself as [ am. Actually, she looks worse than that, she looks like she’s about to cry.

Oh, god, please, don't cry.

s “This is my mom’s favorite time of the year, and we’re ruining it,” she mumbles in a low voice

rflour falling off of her gray-looking hair like fresh snow.

“Let’s clean this up,” I offer, “and then we’ll act like adults the rest of the week. I know you don’
ewant me to be here, but [ am, and I’m not leaving to spend Christmas alone. So, can we just call it :
etruce, at least for the rest of the time that I’'m here?”

Hannah stares at me for a long hard second. I hold my breath, thinking she is about to say no fo
nsure, but after another minute, her shoulders sag, and she lets out a defeated sigh.

1  “Ican’t believe I’'m saying this, but I do actually agree with you. Let’s call it a truce, and we’ll a
least try to get along for the next few days. It’s Christmas after all,” she huffs, holding out he
powdery hand. “Truce?”

“Truce,” I repeat, taking her tiny hand into mine. Now let’s just hope we can keep it that way.



“Always coat the dough with lots of flour, or it will stick to the pin and the table. Get to work, kids.”
With a smile, she turns away from us and starts another batch, humming a Christmas carol as she
mixes.

“I really, really don’t like you,” Hannah mutters under her breath as she grabs a handful of flour
and sprinkles it over the countertop. Next, she takes the blob of dough and deposits it on top of the
flour. Using her fist, she punches the dough to flatten it, I guess, or maybe just to get out some of her
penned-up aggression toward me.

“Are you imagining the dough as my face?”

“Damn straight [ am,” she shamelessly admits, giving it another good punch. Unable to resist, I
take a pinch of flour between my fingers and throw it at her face. She freezes, then slowly turns her
head so she can full-on glaring at me. Her cheek is covered in the white powdery substance, and I
can’t help but grin from ear to ear.

Without ever breaking eye contact, she reaches for the flour container to grab the scoop inside. I
barely have time to close my eyes before she catapults the entire scoop’s contents into my face. When
I open my eyes again, I find her gaze has softened, and her lips are pulled up into a smile.

“You’re gonna regret that,” I warn, just before all flour-hell breaks loose. Like little kids we both
start to grab handfuls of flour and throw them at each other, knocking over the whole container in the
process. Within three seconds, the kitchen is engulfed in one big cloud. You can’t see anything but
white powder.

Both of us are smiling and laughing, and for the first time since we were little, I feel like we’re
friends instead of enemies.

“Are you serious?” Anita yells through the chaos, causing both of us to pause mid-throw. “What in
the world are you two thinking?”

Immediately, I feel bad. Like really, really bad. “I’m sorry, Anita.” I frown, letting my hands fall
down to my sides.

“He started it!” Hannah defends herself.

“He started it?” Anita asks, her voice so high-pitched it almost hurts my ear. “What are you, five?
You two are acting like children. I don’t care who started it. I want this cleaned up right now.”

Anita storms out of the kitchen, frustrated with us, and now I actually do feel like a child. The
white cloud settles around us, and when I peek over at Hannah, she looks just as disappointed in
herself as [ am. Actually, she looks worse than that, she looks like she’s about to cry.

Oh, god, please, don't cry.

“This 1s my mom’s favorite time of the year, and we’re ruining it,” she mumbles in a low voice,
flour falling off of her gray-looking hair like fresh snow.

“Let’s clean this up,” I offer, “and then we’ll act like adults the rest of the week. I know you don’t
want me to be here, but [ am, and I’m not leaving to spend Christmas alone. So, can we just call it a
truce, at least for the rest of the time that I’'m here?”

Hannah stares at me for a long hard second. I hold my breath, thinking she is about to say no for
sure, but after another minute, her shoulders sag, and she lets out a defeated sigh.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I do actually agree with you. Let’s call it a truce, and we’ll at
least try to get along for the next few days. It’s Christmas after all,” she huffs, holding out her
powdery hand. “Truce?”

“Truce,” I repeat, taking her tiny hand into mine. Now let’s just hope we can keep it that way.



CHAPTER FIVE

Hannah

AFTER WE scruseep the kitchen and apologized to my mom, the rest of the day actually went prett
well. We helped Mom bake cookies. Nana, Laura, and Jake all came and joined in while Darla an
my dad only came by to eat the cookies.

“Those all are really good, but I seriously don’t think I can eat another one. I'm so stuffed,” Dax
says, patting his belly.

“I know how you feel,” I grunt, touching my own stomach.

“That’s what Christmas 1s about. Getting stuffed with good food until you can’t walk and have t
pop open the button on your pants,” Nana tells me while knitting a scarf. Sitting on the recliner wit
her reading glasses on, she couldn’t look more like a grandma. A sweet old lady knitting he
grandbabies things to keep them warm. It’s hard to believe that this is the same woman who, on :
regular basis, says things like, “That’s a fine piece of ass” or “I’d hit that.”

“Dave, honey. Can you put some more wood into the fireplace, please?” Mom yells from th
kitchen. She is making eggnog right now. Seriously, I don’t know why she doesn’t pull a bed in there
so she doesn’t have to leave that room at all.

“Yes, dear,” Dad replies and gets up from his recliner with a grunt.

“Welcome to Park Place, brother, and thank you for staying at my hotel, Jonas,” Jake gloats. I 100!
over to the dining room table, where Jake, Jonas, and Laura are playing Monopoly. I declined th
invite to a board game, being much happier cuddled up on the couch with my kindle. Darla also opte«
out to paint her toenails instead.

“Great, ’'mbroke... unless you want to give me a sibling discount and let me stay for free?”

“Pfft, you can pay double if you want.”

“I was getting bored anyway,” Laura admits. “Let’s call it a game. I would rather go and soak 11
the hot tub for a while.”

“Hot tub?” Darla perks up from the other end of the couch. “I’d love to sit in the hot tub with yor

29

guys.
“Why don’t you kids all go,” Nana says, looking directly at me. Darla is already up from her sea

and hovering over her suitcase, digging around for her bikini.

“My nails are dry now. I’ll be ready in two minutes,” she says, almost shaking with excitement.

“Yeah, come on,” Laura chimes in, “Hannah, get your bathing suit on.”

For a moment longer, I stay wrapped up under my thick blanket, clutching onto my kindle a littls
bit harder. Do I really want to get undressed, walk out into the freezing cold just to sit in some ho
bubbly water for a while?

The word no is sitting on the tip of my tongue, but then Jonas walks past me and out of the roomn
My eyes are glued to his muscular back, his muscles moving under his sweater as he walks. M
insides tingle a little at the thought, and I’m reminded of how he looks with much less clothing on, an
suddenly, I’'m on my feet.

“Fine, I’ll come too.” I push up from the comfort of the couch and follow Jonas up to our room.



“I’ll change in the bathroom,” he tells me after he finds his swimming trunks. “You can change 1
here if you want. I’ll knock before I come back out.”

“Sounds good,” T agree and fish out my own bikini from my bag. He closes the door between us
and I quickly undress and slip into my swimwear. Luckily, I shaved last night, so I have one less thin;
to possibly be embarrassed about.

A moment later, Jonas knocks on the door, “You good?”

“Yeah, come in.” The bathroom door opens, and Jonas’s hunky body fills out the wooden frame
jHis eyes roam my body the second he steps back into the room. I can feel them on me, burning a pat
of fire over my skin and deep into my belly as he takes in every inch of me.

“You look... nice,” he finally says. I can’t shake the feeling that nice wasn’t the word he meant t
say. What else was he thinking? Hot? Sexy? Fuckable? ’Cause those are all the words running loos:
in my mind as I let my gaze trace over all his perfectly sculpted muscles.

“You look nice t0oo,” I grin. “There should be robes and slippers in the linen closet.”

Standing there for a second longer, he turns and returns back to the bathroom to retrieve them an
hands me one of each. I slip into the fluffy robe and white slippers. Watching him do the same.

“I think Jake was more excited about the hot tub than anything else,” Jonas tells me on the wall
down.

“Yeah, 1t’s pretty amazing. Especially when it’s so cold outside. There is just something magica
lvabout sitting in the cool fresh air, but your body is all warm and cozy.”

’ Jonas just nods, and I don’t want to know what’s going on in his mind right now.

“Have fun, kids!” Mom yells from the kitchen as we pass, and I say a silent prayer, hoping that m
kgrandma keeps her catcalls to herself as we walk outside.

Jonas opens the door for me, and a freezing cold gust of wind whips through my robe. Shit, this i
;cold. My nipples harden, and I start to shiver right away. Speed walking the five feet to the hot tub,

consider just jumping into the bubbly hot water but decide against it. I’d rather have a dry robe t
return to the house in. As quickly as I can, I slip out of the robe and slippers and climb into th
steaming tub.

As soon as I lower myself into the cozy water, every muscle in my body relaxes. Jonas is rigt
behind me, and I have to force myself not to stare at him while he moves. All that hulking muscle an

uthose perfect ridges.

“You’re staring again,” he points out with a sly grin.

“No, ’'mnot,” I blatantly lie. The door to the inside opens, and the rest of the gang floods outsid
to climb into the tub one by one. It’s a six-person tub. With two seats on three of the sides. Just like 1
the kitchen, Jonas chooses to take the seat next to me, leaving Darla to sit on her own.

Darla climbs in last, wearing a golden triangle bikini that barely covers all her bits and pieces.
_catch Jonas glancing over at her, and even though I have no right, the nasty feeling of jealousy run
;through me. In that moment, Jonas’s leg touches my thigh, and all those unwanted feelings melt away

tuning into something else entirely.

Shoving the tingling feelings away, [ have to remind myself that even though I’'m being nice to hinr
we’re still technically enemies. I'm pretty sure I have my feelings under control when he lifts his arr

y . . e .
jand places it against the back of the hot tub, millimeters away from my own skin.

Darla openly gawks at Jonas, sending him so many signals he has to know she’s interested b
now. Ignoring them, I stare down at the bubbling water. Maybe I should’ve stayed on the couch wit]
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nmy book? Laura cuddles deep into Jake’s side, whispering into his ear. I see her hand moving to hi
crotch under the water. Jake’s face heats, and I roll my eyes. Can they not stop having sex for thi

Ltrip?

g As if Laura could read my mind, she straightens up and clears her throat. “Sorry,” she giggles.

“Ugh, that couch is so uncomfortable.” Darla starts rubbing her neck. “Honestly, I don’t know 1f
can sleep on that again tonight. Maybe you could switch with me, Hannah?”
“I thought you couldn’t sleep without the TV running?” I ask, trying not to show my anger towar«
hher.
“I could probably turn my phone on YouTube or something. I can figure it out,” she smiles an
dbats her eye-lashes. “So, you don’t mind, right? I can move my stuff after we get out.”
e What the hell?
“I do mind, actually. I'm already settled in the room.”
Darla snorts, ““Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.” She shoots Jonas a glance before getting out of the wate1

Ishaking her barely covered ass as she does. Ripping her robe from the hook, she pulls it on an
storms inside, damn near slipping in the process.

k  “Okaaaaay,” Jake mumbles. “What the hell was that about?”

“I don’t know, baby, but I can’t take this anymore. Take me to our room,” Laura’s voice turns t

Isilk as she damn near climbs onto Jake’s lap again.

Fake gagging, I grimace, “Eww, can’t you two stop?”

“Nope,” Laura snaps and halfway pulls Jake out of the hot tub. They scurry through the col:
ywinter air and into the house, leaving Jonas and me alone. Though it’s colder than a witch’s tit ou
here, the air couldn’t be anymore electric between us.

s “Why didn’t you trade with Darla?”” Jonas asks his words bridging on curiosity.

I Oh, shit. That’s a good question? Why didn’t I? I could’ve gotten rid of him. That’s what

owanted, right?

e “I don’t like Darla, and I don’t ever want to give her what she wants. She’s used to getting he
way, and sometimes it’s nice to show her you can’t always have what you want.” That’s not a lie.

it Biting my lip, I ask him a similar question, “Why didn’t you offer to trade with her?”

1 ““Cause I'd rather sleep with you.” His words shock me. Especially since they have twq
meanings. | know he meant, sleep with me, as in the same room, but his words have me fantasizin;
about a different kind of sleep entirely, one that involves a lot less clothing.

e I feel my cheeks heat, and it’s not because of the hot water I’m sitting in.

n  “Well, 'm glad you didn’t offer because I would rather sleep in the bathtub than in a room wit]
Darla.”

I “Wow, and I thought I was your least favorite person in this house,” Jonas laughs. When the las

schuckle runs through him, he turns to me with a somber smile. “Hey, I wanted to say sorry, for yo

rknow... being such an ass to you when we were younger. [ was a total jerk, and I really don’t have a;
excuse for it. I’'m just sorry.”

L,  “Oh,” I say surprised because that’s literally the only thing that comes to my mind right then. “Ak

nokay... I don’t really know what to say to that. I definitely didn’t think you would apologize or eve
care,” I keep nervously rambling on, “anyways, | appreciate you apologizing and—" Jonas cuts my

yoff then, his lips gently pressing against mine.

h  I’'m so shocked, I forget to close my eyes for the first second. His lips colliding with min



sawakens so many feelings inside my body that for a moment, ’'m simply overwhelmed. A bolt o
selectricity ripples through me, and I feel like I'm buzzing.

Then his lips start moving against mine, and my eyes flutter shut. My body melts into his touck
and when his hands find my hips, and he pulls me onto his lap, I let him. In that moment, I war
Inothing more than to sink into him, to become one.

His fingers trail along my back and shivers run down my spine. One of his hands makes it all th
dway up to the back of my head, where he cradles me. Deepening the kiss, he holds my head in place
his fingers tightening in my hair, pulling on the strands. The moment my scalp stings from the pull,
Jam reminded of how he used to pull my hair when he was sitting behind me on the bus. How he tosse:

a toad at me and told me I was ugly. Every little bad thing he ever did to me appears in my mind.
As if someone poured a bucket of ice water over my head, I snap out of it. Pushing against hi
shoulders, I shove him away and climb off his lap. Water sloshes outside the tub as I move away fror
~him. His eyes are wide like he doesn’t understand why I suddenly stopped.
1 “What’s wrong?” he asks his voice deep, and honeyed. It sounds like a sin, but I remind myself 1
an instant that this 1s nothing. Jonas is all games, all torment and pain.
Shaking my head, I get out of the water, ignoring the cold air that bites my skin. I dash into th
dhouse without even grabbing my robe. Leaving a trail of wet footprints behind, I run through th
house, hoping that no one sees me. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe I just let Jonas Wilder kiss me
and even worse... [ can’t believe that I liked it.
1
it
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awakens so many feelings inside my body that for a moment, I'm simply overwhelmed. A bolt of
electricity ripples through me, and I feel like I’'m buzzing.

Then his lips start moving against mine, and my eyes flutter shut. My body melts into his touch,
and when his hands find my hips, and he pulls me onto his lap, I let him. In that moment, I want
nothing more than to sink into him, to become one.

His fingers trail along my back and shivers run down my spine. One of his hands makes it all the
way up to the back of my head, where he cradles me. Deepening the kiss, he holds my head in place,
his fingers tightening in my hair, pulling on the strands. The moment my scalp stings from the pull, I
am reminded of how he used to pull my hair when he was sitting behind me on the bus. How he tossed
a toad at me and told me I was ugly. Every little bad thing he ever did to me appears in my mind.

As if someone poured a bucket of ice water over my head, I snap out of it. Pushing against his
shoulders, I shove him away and climb off his lap. Water sloshes outside the tub as I move away from
him. His eyes are wide like he doesn’t understand why I suddenly stopped.

“What’s wrong?” he asks his voice deep, and honeyed. It sounds like a sin, but I remind myself in
an instant that this 1s nothing. Jonas is all games, all torment and pain.

Shaking my head, I get out of the water, ignoring the cold air that bites my skin. I dash into the
house without even grabbing my robe. Leaving a trail of wet footprints behind, I run through the
house, hoping that no one sees me. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe I just let Jonas Wilder kiss me,
and even worse... [ can’t believe that I liked it.



CHAPTER SIX

Jonas

“MEerry CHrisTMAS, JONAS,” Anita smiles as she hands me a gift wrapped in festive wrapping papet
I set my cup of coffee down and take it from her, feeling horrible that I didn’t get anyone els:
anything.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I tell her.

“I know I didn’t, but that’s not the point. I wanted to.”

“Well, thank you.” I set the gift down at my feet and watch as she hands out all the other presents
My eyes instantly gravitate toward Hannah, who 1is sitting on the couch stuck between Darla, Laura
and Jake. There’s a scowl on her face, and her arms are crossed over her chest. She looks like th
unhappiest person in the room.

“It’s Christmas, turn that frown into a smile, Hannah,” Anita scolds. Hannah perks up ther
plastering a fake smile onto her lips.

Lips that I kissed.

A part of me knows that I’'m the cause for that look. I never should’ve kissed her, or even agree:
to come here. I knew right away that it was going to be a mistake, and still, I did it.

The need to see her after all this time was too strong, the offer to stay here too good to pass up or
Lost in thought, I almost miss when everyone starts to rip into their gifts. Darla squeals when sh
finds out she got a gift card to one of her favorite shoe stores.

“Aunt Anita, thank you so much.” She jumps off the couch and wraps her arms around her, huggin,
her so hard, I swear, Anita is losing oxygen.

Laura is next, revealing beneath the wrapping paper a personalized wine set. Jake opens his gifi
which is a gift card, and then all eyes are on Hannah, who unwraps her gift slowly, her eyes twinklin;
with actual excitement as she does.

She reminds me of a small child so excited to see what Santa brought in the morning. With th
wrapping paper pulled away, a set of books come into view.

Her eyes grow to the size of the snowman cookies in the kitchen, “Oh my god, Mom, you didn’t..
I don’t even know what to say.”

My gaze drops from Hannah’s shocked face and down to the gift in her hands. It’s a Harry Potte
book, but judging by the way she’s acting, it’s not just any book.

“Of course, I did, sweetie. You love reading, and the Harry Potter books were what started you
love affair with fiction.”

“Yeah, but how did you get these signed?” Getting up, she sets the books down on her seat lik
they’re newborn babies and walks over to her mother, wrapping her arms around her.

“Oh 1t’s nothing, you know I do anything to see you happy,” Anita says.

Our eyes collide as she hugs her mom, and I can’t help but smile at her. At her love for reading, a
how beautiful she is. When everything settles back down, I open my gift, which is a do it yoursel
beer making kit. I was just talking about doing this right before we came up.

Smiling, I turn to Anita, “How did you know?”



“Oh, I have my ways,” she giggles and turns to Jake, giving him a wink. All I can do is laugh. I sij
my coffee and watch as everyone finishes opening up their gifts. Deep in my soul, I feel as if I'r
home as if I’'m surrounded by the family I was meant to be a part of. Don’t get me wrong, I love m
parents, but they aren’t always about for the holidays.

After a short while, everyone filters out of the room, everyone but Hannah and me. Snowfall pick
back up outside again, and I peek over at Hannah, who is nose deep in her brand new books. She’s s«

.damn adorable, it should be 1llegal.
_ “Stop staring at me,” she mumbles under her breath, her gaze colliding with mine. Instantly, I ca;
“feel her lips on mine again. My cock starts to grow hard at the thought of doing that all over again.

“I’m not staring at you,” I reply, sipping at my coffee. I should really switch to whiskey. It’
already the afternoon, and everyone else 1s drinking and singing and eating.

- “You're looking in my direction,” and just like when we were kids, she sticks her tongue out a
me.
“It’s a free country, and why stick your tongue out at me? Is that supposed to scare me?”
“No, 1s your face supposed to scare me?” she taunts back. Her antics might be to irritate me, bu
they have the opposite effect. Instead, they make me smile, and smile I do, from ear to ear.
“I mean, if I bother you so much, then why do you stare at me all the time?” I shrug, deciding t
play along with her little game. Her cheeks flame and she knows that I’'m right. I’ve caught her starin;
at me more than once since our little kiss.
“I really don’t like you...” She growls, slamming her book closed. With a heated glare in he
LEYes, she stands and walks over to me. “And if you ever kiss me again with those ugly lips of yours,
will...”
" “Goodness gracious children, why don’t the two of you just bang already? That’s the only wa
this 1s going to end,” Hannah’s grandma yells loud enough that the whole house can hear, and I can’
“help myself. I start laughing, and so does Hannah. I’'m not sure why, but the idea seems hilarious
, especially since she couldn’t even stand kissing me.

“I’'m not kidding, bang and I promise all your problems will disappear,” she waves her hands 1
“the air like she’s doing some type of magic.

“Okay, Grandma,” Hannah snorts, “did you get into Mom’s wine again?” She walks over an
“wraps an arm around her, guiding her back into the kitchen.

“Of course, honey, and I’ve got another bottle calling my name.” Shaking my head, I remain sittin;
‘by the window, watching the snow fall, wondering if maybe Hannah’s grandma is right. Maybe on

rhot romp in the hay would do us both good?

R
r

DAy GIves way to night, and after a hearty dinner, we all retreat to the living room. Christmas musi«
blares from the TV, and I find the tension between Hannah and me has evaporated. She still taunts me
and every time she gets up for a new drink, she intentionally walks past me swaying her ass in a wa,
that beckons my cock toward it. Laughing and singing and drinking, we all become one. With eac]
drink I pour myself, I start to wonder more and more if she’s thinking what I’'m thinking? Getting uj
ffor another beer, I make my way into the kitchen, colliding with her small body as she’s exiting.
“Watch 1t, hunk of beef?”” She smirks.



> “Did you just call me a hunk of beef?”” I lift an accusing brow.
n  “I'sure did.” She sets her wine glass down on the island and narrows her gaze, mischief flickerin;
yin the depths. Before I realize what I’'m doing, I’'m reaching out to her, my fingers skating over he
skin, before sinking into it to tickle her. As a kid, I remember tickling her so bad she peed her pants
sMaybe we can relive that moment?
>  “Oh my god, no Jonas...” She squeals at the top of her lungs as I tickle her sides. She tries t
escape me, but she’s trapped between the counter and my body.
n  “Take it back. I am not a hunk of beef...”
“But you...” I tickle more, giving her a stern look as she smiles, happiness pouring out of her lik
san overflowing sink.
“Remember that time I made you pee your pants?” I tilt my head to the side and pin her with :
tstare.
Her face turns serious for half a millisecond, “Jonas, I swear to God,” she barely gets the word
out before I'm on her again, tickling her until she’s red in the face, with tears streaming down he
itcheeks. She laughs so hard that she even snorts a little when she sucks air back in, which only make
her laugh even harder.
> “Oh, god, oh, god. Okay, okay, you’re not a hunk of beef.” She pants, finally, and I pull away, :
osmirk on my face. Touching her skin and being close enough to smell her sweet scent ha
encompassed me. [ want her more now than I did ten minutes ago.
r It must be the alcohol.
I “Good, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” I’'m proud of my win as I grab another beer from th
fridge.
y  “Bet you can’t shotgun that beer?”
t  “Do you know who I am, Hannah?”’ I tease.
,  “Do you know who 7 am?” She teases right back, and I’ll be damned if this doesn’t feel a little bi
like flirting.
n  Grabbing a knife from the counter, I stab into the beer can and bring it to my lips before it ca
spray all over the kitchen. The cool liquid fills my mouth instantly, and I suck, swallowing every las
ddrop till I crunch the can and bring my gaze back to Hannah.
“Do that a couple times, and you’ll be on your ass.” I burp.
“You’re disgusting...” Hannah snarls her nose, and she looks so cute. I want to kiss her again, rw
my fingers through her hair, feel every inch of her body beneath mine as I move in and out of her.
“Let’s do shots,” Hannah impulsively says next, heading to the cabinet to grab some shot glasses
Oh, god, does she know what she’s doing to me, to us?
“If you wake up in the morning and say ‘it’s all your fault, Jonas,” I want you to look back on thi
moment, "kay?”’
°  “Psssh, shut up and help me find the shot glasses, hunk of beef,” she snickers, looking at me ove
“her shoulder.
Y “Oh, youwll pay for that...” I growl, smiling the entire way over to her.
I help her get the shot glasses out of the cabinet, and she sets them on the counter before turning t«
dgrab a bottle of spiced rum.
This close, I can feel the heat of her skin against mine, and I wish we had less clothing on.
She fills each glass haphazardly, leaving drops of rum on the counter as she goes to the next glass
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When she’s done filling them, she shoves one at me and says, “Bottoms up,” before downing her own
g I grin and bring the shot to my lips. Squeezing my eyes shut, I down the shot, letting the bur
rresonate through me and warm my body from the inside out.

“Pussy,” she teases, “why did you have to close your eyes?”
“Not all of us are professional drinkers, sweetheart. I’'m not much for liquor.”
> Instead of replying, she refills our glasses. Shoving another at me, she waits till I’'m ready to tak
mine. Our eyes lock, and I swear, I can see every memory we ever shared in her eyes. Why didn’t
ever tell her I liked her? That I wanted her to be my forever?
e “l...2...3...” she counts down, her pink tongue fliting out over her bottom lip. Mmm, to tast
those lips again. I barely snap out of my fantasy fast enough to take my shot with her. The burn of th
arum is a little less the second time around, and as I’m wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, he
grandma comes walking into the room.
s “Shots? And you didn’t invite me? I’m wounded. Give Grammy one.”
r My eyes bulge out of my head at her words, give her a shot?
“You sure?” I ask.
“Don’t worry about me, boy. I could drink men like you under the table back in the day.”
a A deep chuckle leaves my chest, and Hannah complies with her grandma’s request for a shot
sPouring her a full one and sliding it over to her.
Hannah giggles, and her grandma winks at me before taking the shot like a college coed. Hol
shit. She just took the shot.
e Immediately she starts coughing, and Hannah reaches out to pat her on the back.
“You okay?” she asks, and as soon as her grandma opens her mouth to speak, something flies ouv
of her mouth, and skids across the counter and onto the floor. For one entire second, I stare 1
confusion. Was that... no way.
t  “Grandma, you spat your teeth out.” Hannah starts to laugh as she walks over to where th
dentures landed. I can’t help myself, the laughter inside of me can’t be contained.
n My laughter causes Grandma to start laughing, and together, all three of us laugh.
t  Muffled, Grandma says, “Who needs teeth? Get me another shot.”
Hannah pours us all another shot, and as we take them, I wonder if she’ll remember how much fu
we had tonight, or if she realizes how much fun we could have together.
n



When she’s done filling them, she shoves one at me and says, “Bottoms up,” before downing her own.

I grin and bring the shot to my lips. Squeezing my eyes shut, I down the shot, letting the burn
resonate through me and warm my body from the inside out.

“Pussy,” she teases, “why did you have to close your eyes?”

“Not all of us are professional drinkers, sweetheart. I’'m not much for liquor.”

Instead of replying, she refills our glasses. Shoving another at me, she waits till I’'m ready to take
mine. Our eyes lock, and I swear, I can see every memory we ever shared in her eyes. Why didn’t |
ever tell her I liked her? That I wanted her to be my forever?

“l... 2... 3...” she counts down, her pink tongue fliting out over her bottom lip. Mmm, to taste
those lips again. I barely snap out of my fantasy fast enough to take my shot with her. The burn of the
rum is a little less the second time around, and as I’m wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, her
grandma comes walking into the room.

“Shots? And you didn’t invite me? I’m wounded. Give Grammy one.”

My eyes bulge out of my head at her words, give her a shot?

“You sure?” I ask.

“Don’t worry about me, boy. I could drink men like you under the table back in the day.”

A deep chuckle leaves my chest, and Hannah complies with her grandma’s request for a shot.
Pouring her a full one and sliding it over to her.

Hannah giggles, and her grandma winks at me before taking the shot like a college coed. Holy
shit. She just took the shot.

Immediately she starts coughing, and Hannah reaches out to pat her on the back.

“You okay?”” she asks, and as soon as her grandma opens her mouth to speak, something flies out
of her mouth, and skids across the counter and onto the floor. For one entire second, I stare in
confusion. Was that... no way.

“Grandma, you spat your teeth out.” Hannah starts to laugh as she walks over to where the
dentures landed. I can’t help myself, the laughter inside of me can’t be contained.

My laughter causes Grandma to start laughing, and together, all three of us laugh.

Muftled, Grandma says, “Who needs teeth? Get me another shot.”

Hannah pours us all another shot, and as we take them, I wonder if she’ll remember how much fun
we had tonight, or if she realizes how much fun we could have together.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Hannah

I wake v slowly and painfully, very painfully. My head feels like it got hit with a baseball bat a fev
times, and just thinking about that makes my brain hurt even more. I don’t move, not even my eyelid
because I know every little thing is only going to intensify the pain.

I’'m never drinking again.

Of course, I’ve said that many times before. How is it that you always forget how bad this hurt
the next time someone offers you a drink?

Even with my eyes closed, I know it’s daytime because I hear birds chirping outside. Be quiet
stupid birds.

Ignoring the wildlife and the rest of the outside world, I try to go back to sleep. Willing mysel
back into a dreamless sleep where the throbbing behind my eyes can’t reach me.

“Ugh,” someone groans next to me. It takes me a moment before realization settles in. Someon
groaned next to me.

My eyes fly open, and I ignore the pain that comes with that. Despite the fact that I feel lik
someone just jammed a meat fork into my ear canal, I sit up straight. I scan the mattress next to me an
realize that, indeed, someone 1s in bed with me. That someone being Jonas.

A scream lodges in my throat, the only thing stopping me from whaling like a banshee is knowin,
that everyone in the house would come to check to see what’s wrong.

Jonas turns to face me, his hair sits in a disheveled mop on his head, and his eyes are barely oper
My gaze trails down his bare chest, and only then do I realize that he might be naked under tha
blanket. I scoot a few inches away from him, the soft comforter rubbing against my naked skin... m
naked skin?

“Oh, hell, no!” I yell, grabbing the blanket and clutching it to my chest. “Why am I naked? OF
god... did I... did we?”

Jonas props himself up on his elbow, completely unfazed by the situation. His lips tuck up into :
sly grin. “What do you think we did?”

I try to rack my brain, what the hell did we do? My mind is so hazy, I only recall small bits an
pieces from last night. Like a thousand-piece puzzle, I try to organize all the pieces, trying to see th
big picture. I remember drinking, singing Christmas songs, some more drinking, and then... m
grandma losing her dentures? The last thing I remember is dancing and then... nothing.

“I don’t remember. Are you naked?” I carefully ask.

“Why don’t you take a peek under the blanket and find out for yourself?”

“Ugh, you’re unbelievable!” Without looking over to him, I get up, pulling the blanket covering u
off the bed as I go. Wrapping it around me, I dash to the bathroom. Slamming the door behind me,
pace across the small bathroom floor and try to recall the events from the night before.

Shit! Did we? No. No! I would definitely remember that. Right?

I drop the blanket to the floor and lower my hand between my thighs. ’'m not sore, I don’t feel lik
we had sex, unless it was super gentle. Sucking in a deep breath, I try to calm myself. When I collec



myself enough, I brush my teeth and take a quick shower. By the time I’'m done and step back into th
room wrapped in a large fluffy towel, Jonas is sitting on the bed completely dressed.

“We did not have sex,” he says. “When we came back to the room, you started taking off you

clothes and asked me to cuddle with you.”

“I was drunk,” I say in my defense. I don’t question him at all because, in fact, I do like to cuddl

when I’m drunk.

“So was I, nevertheless, I enjoyed it, and you seemed like you enjoyed it as well. You were like :

little kitten rubbing yourself all over me—"

“Okay, stop, I get it,” I cut him off, holding my finger right in front of his lips. “This won’t happe!

again.”

Disappointment flashes across his face, but he nods anyway.

“Im going to get some breakfast or better lunch,” he says, looking at his watch. “Meet yo
. downstairs?”

“Yes, I’ll just get dressed, and then I’ll be down.” I watch him leave the room, clutching on to m
ftowel a little tighter. I don’t know why I’m feeling so down all of a sudden, almost like I just broke uj

with someone. Must be the hangover messing with my head.
© SR
°THE NEXT DAY, we all get up early to go tubing, and by early, I mean nine o’clock. We’re on vacation
lafier all.

“Is that what you are wearing?” I ask Darla on the way out.

2 “Yes, what’s wrong with my outfit?”” She sounds seriously confused.

“You are wearing skinny jeans.” I look around at everybody else. All of us are wearing snov
Lpants, thick jackets, and boots. The stuff I’'m wearing is a tad big on me and completely mismatche
teolors, but at least I know I’'m going to be warm.

V' Darla looks like she just stepped out of a winter edition fashion magazine. Her white fur boots ar:
paired with a matching jacket, light pink gloves, and a fluffy scarf, even the earmuffs match. Her pal
Lblue jeans are so skinny, I doubt she’ll be able to sit down without showing her ass crack.

“Didn’t you see the pants I laid out for you, dear?” My mom asks from behind me.

“Yeah, but they really didn’t look good on me,” Darla explains, not really caring. I roll my eyes s«
hard it hurts. We’ll see how much she cares about how she looks when her jeans are soaked, and sh
dis freezing her ass off.
¢ Dad has already blown up the tubes with the air compressor out in the shed. He hands each of u
Yone of the rings, and we all get ready to walk up the hill. “Have fun, kids, I’m going to take your mor

and nana to town for groceries.”

“Okay, bye, guys,” I wave as they all pile into the car. “And bring me some more marshmallow

for the hot chocolate, please.” I grin, and my mom gives me a look that says as if I’d forget you
Smarshmallows.
I “How far is this?” Darla asks in a whiny voice. Of course, she starts complaining before we’vi
even started.
“It’s a five-minute walk up the hill, then we’ll come back out right here,” Laura explains, pointin,

°to the clearing next to the cabin.
1
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e “Ugh, five minutes? That seems so far,” Darla groans again. Instead of standing there, listening t
her whine, I keep walking with my tube in tow. She is not going to ruin my day, neither is Jonas. I'r

rstaying away from both of them. I’ve always loved tubing, and I’m glad it snowed enough for us to g
now.

e Ibasically run up the hill, leaving the rest of my family behind. Four and a half minutes later, I'r
standing at the top of our makeshift tubing track. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve raced m

asister down this hill, each time more fun than the last. We even built a little ramp, a few years back.
wonder if it’s still in place or if nature wiped it out over time. I guess only one way to find out.

n  Just then, I hear voices carrying up the small path I just climbed up, I get onto my tube and use m
hands to push off. As I start picking up speed, the icy wind blows through my hair. I can’t stop mysel
from smiling as I start to forget the world around me.

u  Everything about this takes me back to a time when I had no worries, and I was just a kid tha
didn’t have to think about boys, work, or how to get a new car. The world whooshes past me as I I

ydown the hill, my smile never falling.

>  About halfway down, I spot it. The ramp Laura and I built. Using the handles on the side of th
tube, I steer to the right, heading straight for the ramp.

When I’'m about five feet away, I notice that half of the ramp is sunk in, and there is no way I'r
going to make it over it in one piece. It’s too late though. I am too close and going too fast to d«
anything about it, let alone stop. All I can do 1s go with it and hope for the best.

Gritting my teeth, I hit the ramp at full speed, but instead of jumping up and back onto the track
I’'m flying left and into a tree. I'm thrown from my tube, my foot catching on the tree trunk. A string o
curse words leave my mouth before my body even registers the pain.

Well, at least it wasn't my head that hit the tree.

I lay in the snow and assess my situation. Trying to move my foot, I quickly realize that my ankl
Ihurts Tike hell, and I don’t know if I can walk down this stupid hill. Ugh, couldn’t I have fallen after

day of fun? Did it really have to be on my first time down the hill?

©  Ofcourse, it had to be, because the universe hates me!

°  Leaving my tube behind, I crawl up to the track just as Darla, Laura, and Jake zoom by me. I wav:
my arms, trying to get their attention.

“Hey! Guys!” I yell, but Darla is screaming so loud the entire way down that they can’t hear me
dGreat, just great.

° I punch the snow below me, frustration burning through my veins. When I catch someone els:
coming down the hill, I start to wave my arms once more. I don’t care that it’s the one person I has

Splanned to stay away from.

U “Jonas!” I yell at the top of my lungs.

Immediately, his head snaps in my direction. As soon as he spots me, he digs his heels into th
snow, his tube slowing down. When he comes to a stop, he gets off and walks over to me.

“You okay? Did you fall?” He seems genuinely concerned, so instead of giving him a snark
remark like no everything is fine, I'm just chillin’ out here, I just nod yes.

“I tried to jump that stupid ramp, and it catapulted me into this stupid tree, and then I twisted m
stupid ankle.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of stupids,” he points out, a tiny grin on his stupidly handsome lips. “Here, le
me look at it.”
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>  Kneeling down, he tries to loosen my boot. It hurts so much I almost kick him with my other le;

nout of reflex.

> “Maybe don’t take the boot off right now,” I growl, slapping his hands away.

“Hate to say it, but your tubing days are over. We can go back to the cabin to look at it. Mayb
nafter we get some Advil in you. Can you manage to walk?”

y  Shrugging, I say, “I don’t know. 1l try.”

I “Come on, I’'ll help you,” he offers while looping his arm behind my back and pulling me up. I pu
all my weight on my good leg first and try to transfer some onto my bad one but stop right away whe;

ythe pain gets to be too much.

t  “I don’t think walking is going to happen. Maybe you can put me on the tube and push me dow:
slowly?”

t  “And how the hell are you going to stop with only one leg? You want to run into another tree an

yhurt your other ankle?”

Ugh, he has a point there.

e “I guess you can just leave me here for now. Maybe have my dad come with the four-wheele
when he gets back from town.”

n  Jonas gives me a look that says over my dead body.

>  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’'m gonna give you a piggyback ride down the hill.”

“Piggyback ride? What are we, five? The last time you gave me one, you dropped me on my ass
sand I had a bruised tailbone for weeks.

f  “Don’t be dramatic. Come on,” Jonas turns around and bends his knees for me to climb on hi
back. He can’t be serious right now? “Let’s go, princess, my feet are getting cold standing here.’
Rolling my eyes and gritting my teeth at the same time, I climb onto his back. He wraps his arm

eunder my legs, and we start down the hill.

a  “If youdrop me, [ will kill you,” I yell over the howling wind.

“You can try, baby, you can try...” he replies, hiking me up his back with a tiny lift that gets m
heart pounding and my insides tingling.
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Kneeling down, he tries to loosen my boot. It hurts so much I almost kick him with my other leg
out of reflex.

“Maybe don’t take the boot off right now,” I growl, slapping his hands away.

“Hate to say it, but your tubing days are over. We can go back to the cabin to look at it. Maybe
after we get some Advil in you. Can you manage to walk?”

Shrugging, I say, “I don’t know. I’ll try.”

“Come on, I’'ll help you,” he offers while looping his arm behind my back and pulling me up. I put
all my weight on my good leg first and try to transfer some onto my bad one but stop right away when
the pain gets to be too much.

“I don’t think walking 1s going to happen. Maybe you can put me on the tube and push me down
slowly?”

“And how the hell are you going to stop with only one leg? You want to run into another tree and
hurt your other ankle?”

Ugh, he has a point there.

“I guess you can just leave me here for now. Maybe have my dad come with the four-wheeler
when he gets back from town.”

Jonas gives me a look that says over my dead body.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’'m gonna give you a piggyback ride down the hill.”

“Piggyback ride? What are we, five? The last time you gave me one, you dropped me on my ass,
and I had a bruised tailbone for weeks.

“Don’t be dramatic. Come on,” Jonas turns around and bends his knees for me to climb on his
back. He can’t be serious right now? “Let’s go, princess, my feet are getting cold standing here.”
Rolling my eyes and gritting my teeth at the same time, I climb onto his back. He wraps his arms
under my legs, and we start down the hill.

“If you drop me, I will kill you,” I yell over the howling wind.

“You can try, baby, you can try...” he replies, hiking me up his back with a tiny lift that gets my
heart pounding and my insides tingling.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Jonas

With Every step I take down the snowy hill, her body bounces on my back a little. I can feel the hea
of her body seeping into my own. Her pussy is so close but yet so far away. Shitz. She’s hurt,
shouldn’t be thinking about screwing her.

Shaking my head, I finish my descent down the hill and make it to the cabin in record time
Hannah doesn’t say anything until we reach the house, and I take her into the living room, setting he
down on the couch.

“Thank you,” she says, tugging at her jacket.

“Of course, and let me help you.” I grab her hands and move them out of the way. Unzipping th
jacket, I help her out of it and then start on her snow pants. When I’ve got them unzipped and pushe:
halfway down, I move to her boots.

“Ugh, why do I feel like I’'m going to hate this part?”

Pulling the boot off her un-injured foot, I toss it over my shoulder. It lands loudly. Very gently,
reach for her hurt ankle.

“Please, if you’re going to slug me, try to hit my chin. I don’t want to have to explain a black ey
when I get back to work.”

“Sure, I’ll see what I can do,” she grunts, speaking through her teeth. Her jaw clenches and he
hands ball into tiny fists when I undo the boot.

“This part might hurt a little, but I promise to make it all better afterward,” I tease, attempting t«
ease the tension.

“Just pull the damn boot off.”

Without giving her a warning, I tug on the boot. Of course, her other foot comes ups and collide
with my forehead, sending me backward and onto my ass.

Fuck.

“Oh my god. I’'m so sorry, Jonas.” She moves into a sitting position and reaches for me. Even witl
an injured ankle, she’s worried about me. Grabbing onto my head, she tugs me toward her, her finger
pressing against my forehead over the spot she just kicked.

She inspects it, while I inspect her face, my eyes glued to her beautiful pink lips. Since the nigt
we kissed, I’ve wondered when the next time would be that we’d kiss again. As if she can sense m
staring, her eyes drop to mine, then move over my face.

My heart pounds in my chest, and everything tells me to kiss her, but my need to make sure she’
okay overrides my need to kiss her in that moment, and I pull back. She releases me like I'm a ho
pan, and as gently as I can, I lift her foot and push back the leggings she was wearing underneath th
snow pants. Her ankle comes into view, and from what I can see, it’s swollen and most likely going t«
be bruised.

“I’mnot a doctor, but ’m pretty sure it’s a sprain,” I tell her.

“Will I ever walk again?” She gasps dramatically, making me smile. Her sense of humor is out o
this world, and her body, and lips, and Jesus... I need to go in the other room before I maul her alive.



“Yes, yes, you will. Let me get you some Advil, water, and then I’ll carry you up to the bedroor
SO you can rest.”

Disappearing into the kitchen, I take my time getting both things and also take off my outside geai
When I come back into the living room, I give her the meds and a bottle of water. She takes them botk
and I turn, giving her my back while I kneel on the floor in front of her.

A second later, she climbs on, and I lift her, being careful not to bump her ankle as I bring her leg

/taround the front of my body.

“I'm sorry about your forehead. I really didn’t mean to kick you.” She leans forward and whisper
into my ear. My stomach twists into a nervous knot.

“You can kiss it all better if you want?”

“You wish,” she giggles.

We make it into the bedroom without a hitch, but as I turn to deposit her on the bed, I misjudge th
space [ have and end up smacking her head on the bunk bed.

“Shit, 'msorry,” I apologize.

“We’re a mess,” she laughs, and this time when I let her go, she lands softly against the mattress.
take a seat on the edge of the bed.

“Now we’ve both got head injuries.” I tap my forehead.

I Hannah shakes her head, her eyes are bright as she looks up at me, licking her lips as if she’
hungry.

“Will you... will you stay?” she asks, and I swallow thickly. I should say no because I can fee

“the spark between us, and it’s going to start a forest fire if I stay. But when I look into her pleadin;
eves, I don’t find the strength to say no to her.

“I mean, yeah, but what do you want to do?”

“This...” she whispers before pouncing. Like a tiny kitten, she lunges forward and wraps he
arms around my neck, tugging me forward and on her body. I barely catch myself as I land on top o
her. With one hand on the back of my head, she is kissing me with so much urgency and need that I ca;
feel what she’s feeling the moment her lips touch mine.

She’s like the rain after a drought, like a glass of water to a man who hasn’t tasted water in years
and I’m going to consume her, drink up every last drop.

Moving a hand into her hair, I deepen the kiss, needing more of her, wanting everything she 1
Swilling to give. Her hands become adventurous and move underneath my shirt, tracing the hard plain

of my muscles. I revel in the feeling of her fingers on my skin, and peel off my shirt wanting her t
lttouch every inch of me.

“I want you,” she pants into my mouth, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to regret this,” I whisper against her lips, tracing them with m
own.

t “Please,” she pleads, and I know I’'m already too far gone to say no. Without blinking, I mak

_quick work of our clothing, taking care not to hurt her ankle any more than it already is.

~ Once we’re both naked, I take one single second to look at her perfect body. Tiny waist, plumj
hips, and tits that are full, with little pink nipples. I want to suck them, to taste every inch of her flesk
and I will, eventually, but not right now.

“Get over here and fuck me,” she orders, and all I can do is grin.

“So bossy,” I kneel on the bed and spread her thighs apart, admiring the glistening of her folds
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nthat tells me she’s already swollen and ready for me. I’ve wanted this since I was a teenager, to mak
love to her, to make her mine.
“Always, you should know that by now.” She takes her bottom lip between her teeth, and I sweai
L,I almost come then. She looks so fucking sexy. Fisting myself, I give myself a couple strokes, realizin;
quickly that I'm missing something.
s “Shit, I don’t have a condom. I didn’t expect to have sex while up here. So... I can pull ou
though,” I move over her body, my lips finding one of her hardened nipples. Swirling my tongu
saround the bud, she sighs and arches her back, pressing her breasts into my face.
“I’'m on birth control and clean. You don’t have to if you don’t want to. Unless, of course, yor
have some STD you know about. Do you?”
Releasing her tit with a pop, I knead the other breast, pinching her nipple between two fingers
e“No, [ do not have an STD, and of course, I want to come inside of you...” I let a hand roam over he
body, down her belly, and to her mound. At the touch of my fingers against her folds, she spreads he
legs wider, beckoning me closer as if she can’t get enough of me.
I “Jonas,” she whines, her eyelashes fluttering. All I can do is smile while slowly sliding m
fingers down between her wet folds. With two fingers, | enter her, stretching her tight entrance. Fuck
she’s so perfect. I can’t wait to claim her.

s  “Patience, sweet cheeks. I’ve got to make sure you’re ready for me.” Pumping in and out of her :
couple times, I lick my lips, imagining what she will taste like on my tongue.
1 “Jonas, please. I-I need you.” She pleads, and this time my resolve snaps. Withdrawing m

ofingers, I climb back up to her, spread her legs, and center my length at her entrance. Staring into he
eyes, | enter her slowly, so slowly, I clench my jaw and pray to fucking God that I don’t come righ
this second.

r  “Oh, god, it feels so good.” She gasps, her eyes falling closed.

t  “Open up, beautiful. I want to see your face. I want to look into your eyes and see how much yo

nenjoy this.” And I do just that. As soon as her eyes open again, I start moving, pistoning my hips
thrusting deep, filling her tight channel with hard strokes. At the end of each stroke, I swivel my hip

,and watch as her eyes roll to the back of her head. I must be grazing her g-spot. Fount it.

“Jonas... I'm... shit...” She whimpers, biting my shoulder, probably to stop herself fror
sscreaming. Her thighs quiver, and I feel a flutter within her depths. My own pleasure is building
stugging me closer to the cliff’s edge.
> “Come, come for me...” I growl into the crook of her neck while nipping at her throat. Like :

rocket, she goes off, her walls clamp down on me, making it hard to move, but I continue to thrust, m
own release just on the horizon.

y  One stroke. Two strokes. Three strokes. “Fuck, I'm coming...” I hiss, and like a volcani
eruption, [ explode. I feel like my heart is about to beat out of my chest. My entire body vibrates as
efill her tight channel with every single drop of anger, frustration, want, and need that hav

accumulated over the years. This 1s what it’s come down to.
> Raising my head, I look into her eyes. Fuck me, I love that look on her. Flushed cheeks, ches
Lrising and falling rapidly. Her hair is a mess, her lips are plump and slightly parted. She look
thoroughly fucked, but more than that, she looks happy, peaceful, and content.

Right then, I realize something crucial, I want this moment to happen again, and again. Opening m
,mouth, I go to tell her exactly what I’m thinking, but before a single word comes out, I’m interrupted.
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“Hannah, sweetie,” Anita calls. I freeze, any euphoric pleasure evaporating in an instant. Hannal

blinks, and the just-came glaze that filled her eyes a moment ago disappears. Brick by brick, I can se
~her walls coming back up, the girl I’m falling for slowly fading away.
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“Hannah, are you okay?” The stairs creak as someone starts to climb them.
What the hell do I do?



“Hannah, sweetie,” Anita calls. I freeze, any euphoric pleasure evaporating in an instant. Hannah
blinks, and the just-came glaze that filled her eyes a moment ago disappears. Brick by brick, I can see
her walls coming back up, the girl I’m falling for slowly fading away.

“Hannah, are you okay?” The stairs creak as someone starts to climb them.

What the hell do I do?



CHAPTER NINE

Hannah

“YES, Mowm, I’'m okay,” I answer, doing my best to keep my voice normal, and make it seem like
totally didn’t just have sex. Oh my god, I just had sex... with Jonas.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asks again, the stairs creaking once more.

“Yes, Mom. I’'m fine.” I keep my gaze on Jonas’s sweat clad chest. I can’t bear to look at him, an
not because of something he did, but because of what I did. I let us cross that line. We went fror
friends to enemies to... What are we now?

“Oh, okay...Laura said she saw Jonas carry you up to the house.”

“Yeah, he did. ’m fine though...I just twisted my ankle. I’'m going to take a bath and relax for :
bit,” I yell back and pray that, that’s enough for her. The last thing I need is her barging in here, askin;
if we used protection. Jesus. As soon as | hear her descending the steps, I sag into the mattress.

“Thank fuck she didn’t come up here,” Jonas sighs into the air as he moves off of me. I fee
strange at the loss of his body heat, and I don’t understand why. My heart does this strange pitter
patter in my chest.

Rolling away from him, I wince, suddenly reminded of my injured ankle. Stupid tube. Stupid tree
Stupid ankle.

“Did I hurt you?” Jonas questions, his voice soft and gentle. Did he hurt me?

“No,” I whisper, finally building up the courage to look up at him. Staring into his eyes, I can se:
every emotion running through him. Confusion, excitement, want and need. It all blurs together..
becoming one, and the weight of each of those feelings slams into me. I drop my gaze to the floor.

In a second, he’s in front of me, his fingers grasping onto my chin, forcing me to look at hirr
“Hannah, it’s okay. What we did...it’s okay. It doesn’t mean anything unless you want it to meas
something.”

I chew on the inside of my cheek, indecision weighing heavily in my gut. The sex was hot as hell
I had never come so fast before, but...that didn’t mean anything could come of this. Jonas’s eyes bur
into mine.

“I... I don’t know. We hate each other, don’t we?”

Jonas shrugs and then grins at me, “After what we just did, I’'m not sure. Plus, I never hated you.’
My cheeks heat and a slow simmering fire builds in my center. I can feel the wetness of his releas:
against my thighs. Ugh, I need to clean myself up, but there is no way I’m going to be able to stand fo
a shower.

Releasing me, he presses a kiss to my forehead and then helps me to stand.

“Let’s take a shower.” He says, and I couldn’t be more relieved that he’s going to help me. Usin,
him as a crutch, I hobble to the bathroom. Keeping a firm grip on my hip, he turns on the hot watei
and we wait for the water to get hot. Once the room starts to fill with steam, we step into the showe
together, the hot water spraying against my skin.

I lean against the wall while Jonas squirts some soap on a washcloth and starts to wash my bod:
from head to toe. The entire time, [ watch him with a mixture of awe and disbelief. No way is this th



same guy I’ve hated for so many years. The guy who bullied me and embarrassed me over and ove
again when we were kids. It’s like night and day.

Now we’re in the shower together, his gentle hands roaming all over my body, taking care of m
in a way no one else has before. With a lazy smile on his lips, he takes his time caressing every inc!
of flesh.

My body is humming, completely relaxed, the pain in my ankle almost forgotten. I know I shouls
tkeep my mouth shut right now and enjoy the moment, but I can’t help myself. I'm curious, and I nee:
to ask this, even if it ruins everything good that just happened.

Looking up at him through my lashes, I ask the burning question, “Jonas, why were you such an as
to me when we were younger?”’

His smile vanishes at the reminder, and my heart fractures in my chest at the image. Damn it,
already regret saying anything. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut. Looking me in the eyes, a sombe
expression overtakes his features.

“Honestly, I don’t have a great excuse. | kind of always liked you.”

Liked me? That makes no sense.

“You had and still kind of do, have a terrible way of showing it.”

1 Flashing me a dimpled grin, he responds, “I know. In middle school, I just wanted you to pa
_attention to me, and then... in high school, when I realized it, you already hated me, it was like wha
the hell is the point now?”

Frowning, I ask, “So, you took a picture of my boobs and showed it to everybody to embarras
“me?” Jonas blinks slowly before his gaze widens as if he hadn’t realized what I had asked right away

“What? No...God, is that what you think? That I took that photo to show everyone?”

Kinda. 1 shrug. “I mean, what else am I supposed to think?”

Jonas smiles, his eyes softening, “Hannah, that tit pic was my prized possession. I took it, so
“could hold on to that moment. I didn’t think I would ever see those glorious boobs of yours again, so

l.kept the picture. I never planned on showing it to anyone! Stupid Erin saw it by accident, and then i
njust blew up into this big mess before I could do anything to stop it.”

“Why did you end up showing it to the rest of your friends?”

“I didn’t. Erin stole it from me and started showing it around, someone made a copy of it and yor
;know the rest.”” Yes I do, the rest being that every guy in school had a picture of me changing into m

bathing suit behind a tree.

“Imsorry. I didn’t mean or that to happen. I swear.”

» 1let his words sink in. I guess this is better than what I have been thinking all these years. Still
_1t’s pretty messed up, and when he says prized possession, I can’t help but wonder if that’s code fo
;spank bank.

“Well, if it weren’t for that, I would have probably hated you a lot less.”

Jonas’s face falls. “Yeah, I still kind of hate myself for it, but I can’t go back and change wha
ghappened.”

- We finish our shower together, and Jonas helps me dry off and dress. The entire time I’m thinkin;
"about the conversation that we just had. How he wished he could go back in time and change wha
happened. Does that mean he still likes me? I push the thought away. No point in thinking abou
something that will never work.

Despite our past and what happened between us today, Jonas and I are polar opposites. It doesn’

jam)
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rmatter that the sex is great. Some things you just can’t get over.

“Ready?” Jonas asks. I nod, listening as the commotion from downstairs filters up the stairs
eEveryone is in the house now, and I already know that as soon as we enter the living room togethei
heveryone will be looking our way, and making assumptions.

Slowly, and carefully we descend the stairs, Jonas keeping an arm wrapped around my waist, an
dgiving me his firm body to lean on.

1 “There you two are,” my mother greets us with a smile.

Darla looks up from inspecting her nails and over to us, “Why are you limping?”’

s “I was coming down the hill, and a tree was in my way. Everyone zoomed past me. Probabl
because people were distracted by you screaming like a banshee. Jonas was the only one wh
Istopped to help.” Darla rolls her eyes and goes back to inspecting her nails. Does she have some kin
rof love affair with her nails, or 1s she simply obsessed?

Jonas helps me to the couch, and I take the spot next to Grandma, who 1s working on her thir
scarf. Taking a pillow, I situate myself, so my foot is elevated. As soon as I’'m seated, he walks awa
and out of the room. This strange emptiness fills my heart at the loss of his body being near mine.

I shouldn’t want him. I should hate him. And yet, my body and my heart are acting like he’s o

yimportance to me, and I don’t understand why.

t  Out of the corner of my eye, I see my grandma smiling. Twisting toward her, I give her a confuse:
look. Then she winks, and her eyes dart to the door Jonas just walked through.

s  Shedoesn’t know...does she?

. I swallow, my cheeks burning up to my hairline. Shaking my head, I try and ignore her pryin;
eyes, but there isn’t any point in denying it. When Grandma knows something, she knows.

Leaning into my ear, she whispers, “At least tell me if it was good? Is he big? I bet he 1s.” Sh
Ipauses, and I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from smiling,

I “Heis, 1sn’t he?” Grandma smiles so wide, I swear, I’ve never seen her face light up that much.
tknew it. I knew he would be.” She says a little louder, and I’'m forced to lean over and answer her.

“Shhh, Grandma. I don’t want everyone to know...”

“Know, what?”” She winks, “It’1l be our little secret, kiddo.”

u It’ll be mine and Jonas’s too because there is no way we can have sex again. There 1s no wa
yfeelings can be developing between the two of us. And yet, what I’'m feeling seems like a whole lot o
feelings.

My gaze darts across the room, stopping on Jonas as he returns to the room with a first aid kit an
,a bag of ice in his hands. Kneeling right in front of me, he gently takes my foot into his large warr
rhands.

“I’m going to at least wrap it, and then we can put some ice on it. Keep it elevated, and yo

should be back to normal before you know it.”
t  “Okay, doctor,” I tease. He winks at me, and only then do I realize that I don’t even know wha
exactly he does. I already know he 1s not a doctor, but what exactly does he do? “Wait, if you are no
gan actual doctor, what are you? A nurse?”
t  “No,” he laughs as he starts wrapping my foot. “I work in finance, investments, and stuff like that
tl did play football, remember? I know all about sprains, bruises, and swollen ankles.”
“Sounds boring... your job, I mean.”
t  “And I’m guessing your job is very exciting?”



“Kind of, yeah, or at least, it is when I have a lot of clients.” Which I haven’t had a lot of lately
.hence my falling apart piece of crappy car. “I have my own business. Graphic design,” I explain.
, “Oh, phew, for a moment there, I thought you were a stripper or a hooker.”

“Ha, ha,” I slug him in the arm playfully, and he rubs it like I actually hurt him. Then he puts th

dice on top of my freshly wrapped ankle and gets up.

“There you go, all done,” he gives me a panty-melting smile before walking over to the othe
couch and sitting down next to Jake. They fall into a conversation, and I pull a blanket over my arms
getting warm and cozy. I think about grabbing my kindle and reading but decide that staring at Jonas 1

yjust as much fun.
>  Damn it. He’s so handsome, and perfect, and sweet, and what the hell am I going to do? We’r
Isupposed to hate each other, so why does it feel like we’re falling in love?
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“Kind of, yeah, or at least, it is when I have a lot of clients.” Which I haven’t had a lot of lately,
hence my falling apart piece of crappy car. “I have my own business. Graphic design,” I explain.

“Oh, phew, for a moment there, I thought you were a stripper or a hooker.”

“Ha, ha,” I slug him in the arm playfully, and he rubs it like I actually hurt him. Then he puts the
ice on top of my freshly wrapped ankle and gets up.

“There you go, all done,” he gives me a panty-melting smile before walking over to the other
couch and sitting down next to Jake. They fall into a conversation, and I pull a blanket over my arms,
getting warm and cozy. I think about grabbing my kindle and reading but decide that staring at Jonas is
just as much fun.

Damn it. He’s so handsome, and perfect, and sweet, and what the hell am I going to do? We’re
supposed to hate each other, so why does it feel like we’re falling in love?



CHAPTER TEN

Jonas

I xvow THE exact moment realization hits me... this is going to be the last night I’'ll have with Hannak
It’s New Year’s eve, and tomorrow everybody will go back home, carrying on with their lives, an
me, I’ll go home too, back to a life that will not include Hannah.

Leaning against the wall, I look out of the window, watching as more snow falls from the sky
When I check the time, I notice it’s almost midnight. All night, everyone has been having a great time
eating cookies, drinking cider, talking, and laughing. Jake and Laura are on the couch, making out lik
teenagers. Hannah’s grandma 1s dancing, like no one is watching in the center of the room.

I stand on the sidelines like a loser wondering what the hell I’'m going to do now.

Ever since Hannah and I had sex, things have grown hotter. I can’t be in the same room as he
without noticing her presence. Without feeling her in my bones. Wherever she is, my body gravitate
toward hers. [ wish I could say the feeling 1s mutual, but Hannah has been distant toward me.

Because she couldn’t climb up the bunk bed, we’ve been sleeping together in the bottom bunk.
wanted to make sweet love to her, but she’s shut me down every time. However, she has let me hol:
her every night, and I was perfectly content with that. If I could just hold her for the rest of my life,
would be a happy man.

“So, you and Hannah?” Darla saunters up to me, dragging me out of my fantasy.

“What do you mean?” I ask like I didn’t know exactly what she was talking about.

“Isn’t she the reason you didn’t want anything to do with me?”” Her eyes glitter with the chance o
a possible tryst. “Because if you and Hannah aren’t a thing, I would like you to kiss me at midnight,
she says seductively, but all I can think of are Hannah’s lips.

Speaking of Hannah... she hobbles in from the kitchen, our eyes collide, and every thought of th
woman beside me evaporates. What was I saying? I gulp as Hannah starts walking toward me.

“That’s what I thought,” Darla huffs and walks away, but all my attention is on the brown-haires
angel heading my way.

All over again, I’m that teenage boy who wanted her so badly, he would do anything to get he
attention. Only difference is, now I’ve got all of her attention.

“Why you standing over here all by yourself?” she asks once she’s closer. I don’t even think as
reach for her, wrapping a protective arm around her, I pull her closer. Blinking slowly, she places he
hand on my chest and peers up at me, an unreadable expression on her face. Her lips part slightly, ane
I zone in on those plump, kissable pink lips.

“Ohhhh, watch, this is my favorite part. When the ball drops and the confetti goes everywhere...’
Anita squeals in excitement, the sound of the countdown clock ticks down on the TV. I look fror
Hannah’s eyes down to her lips. I want to kiss her so badly. No. I need to.

Cradling the back of her head, I lean in and slant my lips against hers just as the clock strike
midnight. The room erupts with hollers and joyful yells while my own heart beats furiously inside o
my chest. All their joy and excitement zings through me.

Pulling away, I lean my forehead against Hannah’s, both of us breathing heavily. Her eyes drif



closed, and we stand there, holding each other for a long moment. Both of our families are probabl
staring at us, definitely talking, maybe even snickering, but I couldn’t care less. All that matters 1s us
I’d happily drown out the rest of the world for Hannah.

I know then that it’s now or never. If [ want a chance, I have to go for it. Like my dad always said

you can’t win 1f you don’t hit the ball.

“Hannah, I want to ask you something...” I try and hide the nervousness from my voice. Her eye
Lﬂutter open, and she watches me curiously.

“What 1s 1t?” she asks.

“I’ve always cared about you, even when it seemed like I didn’t, I know I fucked up when wi
,were kids, but that is all in the past now. I was just wondering if maybe we could see each othe
“again. Have dinner? Go for drinks? Get to know each other?”

’ There I asked... no going back now.
Pulling away, Hannah’s gaze drops to the floor. Time seems to slow down, It feels like an eternit
passes without her saying anything. She looks as if she’s in pain, and deep down in my gut, [ know I’'r
ot going to like what she says.
“Im... 'm sorry, Jonas, but this...” She gestures between us, “It isn’t anything serious. It can’
be. Yes, we’ve had fun the last few days, and I enjoyed it. ’'m glad we became friends...” Friends..
II didn’t think the simple word could hurt so much.
“Hannah...” I say her name like a prayer, but every other word gets stuck in my throat.
Then she continues, “I have a job when I return home, and so do you. I don’t even know wher:
you live. Plus...” She swallows, her throat bobbing. Before she says the next sentence, she looks y
at me, something resembling sadness and remorse flickers in her eyes.

“You hurt me too badly. It might have been a long time ago, but that doesn’t change wha
‘fhappened. Our past will never change. We can’t build anything serious on how our relationshij
»Started.”

And just like that, she takes my heart, throws it on the floor, and stomps on it. I nod but don’t sa;
.anything. I don’t want to be a dick to her. I’'ve done enough of that in the past. I’ve hurt us both br
Vbeing an asshole. Taking a step back, I force my gaze to the floor.

“I'msorry, Jonas,” Hannah whispers, her voice filled with pain.

“Don’t be. I deserve this... I really do.” I force a smile and turn and walk away. So much for :
few year, with new beginnings. Spending the rest of the night in the corner nursing a beer, [ watc

Hannah from afar, knowing this may very well be the last time I see her for a long, long time.

I
r

R

P vE BEEN BACK at work for three days, and I can’t stop thinking about Hannah. What is she doing? I
she thinking about me like I’ve been thinking about her? I should just let it go, she already gave me he

“answer, and she’s not going to change her mind.

0 She has every right to hate me, and it was wrong for me to even ask. Before I left, I asked Laur:
where Hannah lives, just to find out she is three hours away from me. Just another reason why wi

Swould never end up together.

t o try not to mope as [ work through the day. I’'m about to go and get another cup of coffee when m

_intercom rings. It’s probably my secretary reminding me of the meeting tomorrow afternoon. Eve

1



ythough I don’t want to, I push the button and answer the call.

“Yeah?”” I know I’m being an ass to my secretary, but [ just can’t bring myself to even try.

“There is a woman here for you, Jonas.”

,  Ugh. I can’t deal with one of my exes right now, but if I have her send whoever that is away
she’ll just come back or call me later.

s “Let her through.” Better to nip it in the bud now, so she’ll leave me alone for good. A momer
later, a soft knock fills my office.

Because the blinds are closed, I can’t see who it is, so I get up, cross the room and pull the doo
eopen. Opening my mouth, I attempt to say something, anything, but ’'m too shocked to make my tongu
rwork.

What? How? I don 't understand...

Right there standing in front of me, is none other than the girl I’ve been thinking about every da;
ysince I left the cabin. She smiles, her beautiful eyes pierce mine, and I swear, if she is here to hand m
nheart back to me, I won’t survive a second round.

“Ah... hi...” She wrings her hands in front of herself, nervously.

t  “Hi...” Is all I can manage to say at this moment.
“I'umm...” She blows out a long breath, “I came here to tell you that I’ve changed my mind. Whe:
I got home, I realized that people make mistakes, they do bad things, but that doesn’t always mak
them bad people. We were just kids back then, and you’ve grown up since high school. You showe:
eme that week at the cabin that there is more to you than our past. You can be kind, sweet, and tender.
oreally didn’t believe you at first, but I guess you really do like me, and I kind of do like you...like yor
alot.”
t  Tlift a hand to my cheek and pinch myself. “Is this real?”” I speak out loud, which causes Hannal
oto giggle softly.

“Yes, 1t’s real.”

y I can’t. This has to be a dream. I’ve fallen asleep at my desk, and my boss 1s going to come int
ythe room at any second. I seriously cannot believe that she is standing here, right outside my office
confessing her feelings to me.

“I... Pmsorry. I'm shocked. I didn’t think you would...” I’'m flabbergasted, and my shock shifts t
asomething else when Hannah pushes up onto her tiptoes and presses her lips to mine. Everything 1
hthe world fades away. It doesn’t matter that we’re at my work, or that I’ve screwed up in the past. Al
that matters i1s that we’re together, that she is here, and willing to give us a chance. A chance that
know, given our past, I don’t deserve.

Pulling away, I cup Hannah by the cheeks and whisper against her lips, “I promise to make thi
work. I might mess up, but I will never hurt you again. Never.”

“I know you won’t, Jonas, you aren’t the same dumbass you used to be, you're a gift, th
T'Christmas present I secretly wished for this year.”

Grinning, I ask, “Did you just call me a Christmas present?”
A “Yes, it’s either that or a hunk of beef, which would you prefer?”
°  “I’d prefer to be yours, only yours.” I shove a strand of hair behind her ear. This is it, we’re doin,
this, we’re going to try. I can’t believe I thought this year was going to be a crappy one, turns ou

YSanta might just be real.
O He did end up giving me the best gift of all...
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Ugh. 1 can’t deal with one of my exes right now, but if I have her send whoever that is away,
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since I left the cabin. She smiles, her beautiful eyes pierce mine, and I swear, if she is here to hand my
heart back to me, I won’t survive a second round.

“Ah... hi...” She wrings her hands in front of herself, nervously.

“Hi...” Is all I can manage to say at this moment.

“Iumm...” She blows out a long breath, “I came here to tell you that I’ve changed my mind. When
I got home, I realized that people make mistakes, they do bad things, but that doesn’t always make
them bad people. We were just kids back then, and you’ve grown up since high school. You showed
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really didn’t believe you at first, but I guess you really do like me, and I kind of do like you...like you
alot.”

I lift a hand to my cheek and pinch myself. “Is this real?” I speak out loud, which causes Hannah
to giggle softly.

“Yes, it’s real.”

I can’t. This has to be a dream. I’ve fallen asleep at my desk, and my boss is going to come into
the room at any second. I seriously cannot believe that she is standing here, right outside my office,
confessing her feelings to me.

“I... Pmsorry. ’'m shocked. I didn’t think you would...” I’m flabbergasted, and my shock shifts to
something else when Hannah pushes up onto her tiptoes and presses her lips to mine. Everything in
the world fades away. It doesn’t matter that we’re at my work, or that I’ve screwed up in the past. All
that matters i1s that we’re together, that she is here, and willing to give us a chance. A chance that |
know, given our past, I don’t deserve.

Pulling away, I cup Hannah by the cheeks and whisper against her lips, “I promise to make this
work. I might mess up, but I will never hurt you again. Never.”

“I know you won’t, Jonas, you aren’t the same dumbass you used to be, you're a gift, the
Christmas present I secretly wished for this year.”

Grinning, I ask, “Did you just call me a Christmas present?”

“Yes, it’s either that or a hunk of beef, which would you prefer?”

“I’d prefer to be yours, only yours.” I shove a strand of hair behind her ear. This 1s it, we’re doing
this, we’re going to try. I can’t believe I thought this year was going to be a crappy one, turns out,
Santa might just be real.

He did end up giving me the best gift of all...



EPILOGUE

Hannah

One year later

Eicrr, seven, six. .. Everyone is counting down for the new year. The family 1s back at the cabin lik
every year, but it feels different this time.

Five, four, three... Jonas is looking at me, grinning from ear to ear, and my lips start to tingle
knowing that he’s going to kiss me at midnight.

Two, one... I pucker my lips and close my eyes, waiting for the kiss to come, but a heartbea
passes, and nothing happens.

The room goes silent. Instead of the normal hollering of happy new year, we are blanketed 1
silence. I blink my eyes open, ready to ask what is going on, but my tongue turns to concrete when
find Jonas in front of me, but instead of standing, he is down on one knee.

Oh shit...

My eyes fall to the small velvet box nestled against his palm. The large tear-shaped diamon
reflects every color of the Christmas lights around the house.

“Hannah... I know our story didn’t start in happiness, but I hope it ends with it. The past year ha
been the best of my life, and I was hoping you would do me the honor of becoming Mrs. Wilder?”

My lips part, and I gasp. Oh my god.

For a moment, I can’t speak. I’'m just so shocked. We’ve been doing great, amazing actually, livin,
together, and being a couple, but I can’t say that I was expecting this, even with as great as thing
have been.

“Say yes,” my grandma slurs behind me. The room erupts with laughter, and I peer around th
room and find everyone is smiling, everyone except Jonas, who looks like he’s about to puke.

“Yes!” I blurt out, not wanting to torture him any longer. “Yes, yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

“Thank fuck!” He lets out a heavy sigh and pushes up off the floor to stand. In one swift move, h
has me wrapped up in his arms, pulling me into his chest, his lips finding mine. As the kiss deepens,
get lost in him and forget everything around us.

I can’t believe I’m getting married to Jonas Wilder.

Someone clears their throat next to us, breaking up the moment. Pulling away, I find my father i
standing a few feet away, glaring at Jonas. “I said you can marry her, not mount her in the livin
room.”

“Oh, shut up, Dave, and let the kids be.” My mom giggles, elbowing my dad in the ribs playfully.

“Go ahead and put the ring on her finger already.” My grandma walks up, brushing her shoulde
against Jonas’s. “And congrats, by the way. I knew you guys were meant to be.”

“You’re the only one,” I mumble, and everyone breaks out into laughter again.

The rest of the night is filled with congratulations and well wishes. The ring fits snugly on m
finger, which makes me wonder how he got my ring size to begin with.

“Did you measure my finger while I was sleeping or something?” I ask while plopping down o1



his lap.

“Maybe.” Jonas chuckles and then turns serious. “What else was | supposed to do? Ask and run
the surprise?”

“Speaking of surprises...” My cheeks burn. “I might have one waiting for you upstairs.”

“Oh?” Jonas perks up, and I can feel the thick organ hardening between his legs. “Let’s go see tha
surprise.” Before I can reply, he stands up, pulling me right along with him. “We’re gonna call it :
night, guys.” He informs the rest of the family while rushing toward the stairs.

I don’t even attempt to dig my feet into the steps, and instead, let him drag me up the stairs. Whe:

“we reach the bedroom, he opens the door and walks in.

Turning to me, his brow furrows. “Where is the surprise?”

» All T can do is grin as I press my palm to his firm chest, forcing him to step back. He’s stil
looking at me with confusion, but he connects the dots when I grab the doorknob and pull it closes

behind me, turning the lock into place.

When I face him again, he’s smirking like he knew all along.

N “Did you figure out your surprise?”

“You. You’re my surprise, aren’t you?” He smiles and reaches for me, but I bat his hands awa
and push him back onto the bed. Looking up at me, there is a seductive shine in his eyes, and I latc!
onto it.

1 Inodand grip the hem of my shirt, tugging it up and over my head. The shirt falls to the floor, an
I slip my thumbs into the waistband of my yoga pants and shove them down my legs. When I look up,

Sfind Jonas’ eyes bulging. Clearly, the Christmas red bra and matching panties did their job.

Jonas licks his lips, and I can see his pulse beating in his throat, his hands fist the sheets, and th
distinct bulge in his jeans makes my mouth water. Inching closer, he again reaches for me, but I shak

2my head.

§  “As your future wife. I want to show you how much I appreciate you... I want to suck your cock.’
Jonas’s head tips back, and the muscles in his throat tighten.

©  Wedging myself between his spread legs, I sink down to my knees and reach for the button of hi
jeans. Jonas looks down at me, his eyes hooded.

“Fuck.” He hisses through his teeth.

¢ T unbutton his jeans, and he lifts his ass, helping me to get them, as well as his boxers, down hi

Ilegs. His hard cock is standing at attention, and my core clenches in anticipation. Jonas leans back o
his elbows, and I sink my nails into his thighs while leaning forward to suck the thick mushroom heas
into my mouth.

S “I'swear to god, I am the luckiest man in the world.” Jonas groans into the room.

2 Isuck the head a little harder, eliciting a slew of curses from his mouth. If I could smile, I would
I lick him like a lollipop, up and down, taking him deeper into my mouth, gagging around his lengt!
when he hits the back of my throat.

I He cradles my cheek, watching me with a haze of lust in his eyes. I'm soaked, my core tightening
my nipples as hard as diamonds.

I pull back and move to take him back into my mouth when his hand drops from my cheek an

Ypresses against my shoulder. My eyes dart up to his, and I find him shaking his head.

“I’m close to coming, and I want to be inside of you when I do,” Jonas rasps.

N T nod, and my stomach swarms with butterflies. Tugging his shirt over his head, he tosses th



fabric away, and then he’s on me. His fingers sink into my hair, and he guides me forward, kissing m
nwith a red hot need. A soft whimper escapes from my lips between our kisses. Jonas swallows eac]
sound I make. I’m so caught up in him that I don’t even realize he’s shoved the straps of my bra dow:
and 1s pushing the cups of my bra away to expose my breasts until the cool air kisses the pebbled tips
t  “Oh god,” I hiss, writhing against his hard cock.
a  ’m wearing nothing more than a thong, so it wouldn’t take much effort for him to slip inside o
me. Jonas pinches a nipple between two fingers, and my hips start to move all on their own, m
nsoaking center becoming slicker by the second.
“I want you like this forever... writhing and desperate for my cock.”
I grab a fistful of his hair and tug his head back. “Fuck me, Jonas.”
I Something flashes in his eyes, and I can’t pinpoint what it is. His fingers skim down my backside
dand the moment he makes contact with the fabric of my thong, he grabs it, pulling it hard enough t
snap it.
I let out a small gasp that slowly turns into a moan when I’m lifted and dropped down onto hi
thick cock. My entire body quivers and my lips part. It feels like heaven and hell have collided withi
yme. It’s never been this hot between us, but ’m not complaining.
h  Fisting my hair in one of his hands, he uses his other to hold me in place, his fingers digging int
the flesh at my hip. Then he starts to move, his thrusts are hard, deep, intense, and all I can do is grij
donto his shoulders to stop myself from flying into the wall.
I “You feel amazing. I want you to come... to squeeze the release right out of my balls.” Jona
grunts, each time his cock hits the back of my channel. “Come for me, Hannah.” I can hear the plea 1
chis voice, and I can’t help myself.
e Ihave to give in to his demand because it feels like [ might die if I don’t.
Every muscle in my body tightens, and I bear down, clenching his length so tightly all he can do 1
“follow right behind me. He erupts like a volcano, his sticky hot semen filling me to the brim. Fallin;
back onto the bed, he wraps his arms around me, and I press my ear to his chest; the heavy beat of hi
sheart and my own breathing are the only two things I can hear.
After a minute, I whisper, “How was that for a surprise?”
I can’t see his face from this position, but I can tell he is smiling, “It was the best surprise eve1
sand I can tell you, it won’t be long till you’re pregnant if you keep up these kind of surprises.”
n  “Oh, 1s that right?” I grin.
1 Idon’t want a baby yet, but soon, probably after we tie the knot.
“Of course. I can’t wait to put a baby inside of you and make you my wife. Accepting th
invitation to come here was the best choice I ever made.”
.. Tcouldn’t agree more. We were sworn enemies, neither of us suspecting that love could possibl
hbloom, but we were wrong. Now, I couldn’t see myself without Jonas.
“I'love you,” I whisper, drawing a heart against his pec.
. “Ilove you too,” he whispers back, and I know I’ve found my forever, and always.

-
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fabric away, and then he’s on me. His fingers sink into my hair, and he guides me forward, kissing me
with a red hot need. A soft whimper escapes from my lips between our kisses. Jonas swallows each
sound I make. I’m so caught up in him that I don’t even realize he’s shoved the straps of my bra down
and 1s pushing the cups of my bra away to expose my breasts until the cool air kisses the pebbled tips.

“Oh god,” I hiss, writhing against his hard cock.

I’m wearing nothing more than a thong, so it wouldn’t take much effort for him to slip inside of
me. Jonas pinches a nipple between two fingers, and my hips start to move all on their own, my
soaking center becoming slicker by the second.

“I want you like this forever... writhing and desperate for my cock.”

I grab a fistful of his hair and tug his head back. “Fuck me, Jonas.”

Something flashes 1n his eyes, and I can’t pinpoint what it is. His fingers skim down my backside,
and the moment he makes contact with the fabric of my thong, he grabs it, pulling it hard enough to
snap it.

I let out a small gasp that slowly turns into a moan when I’'m lifted and dropped down onto his
thick cock. My entire body quivers and my lips part. It feels like heaven and hell have collided within
me. It’s never been this hot between us, but ’'m not complaining.

Fisting my hair in one of his hands, he uses his other to hold me in place, his fingers digging into
the flesh at my hip. Then he starts to move, his thrusts are hard, deep, intense, and all I can do is grip
onto his shoulders to stop myself from flying into the wall.

“You feel amazing. I want you to come... to squeeze the release right out of my balls.” Jonas
grunts, each time his cock hits the back of my channel. “Come for me, Hannah.” I can hear the plea in
his voice, and I can’t help myself.

[ have to give in to his demand because it feels like I might die if I don’t.

Every muscle in my body tightens, and I bear down, clenching his length so tightly all he can do is
follow right behind me. He erupts like a volcano, his sticky hot semen filling me to the brim. Falling
back onto the bed, he wraps his arms around me, and I press my ear to his chest; the heavy beat of his
heart and my own breathing are the only two things I can hear.

After a minute, I whisper, “How was that for a surprise?”

I can’t see his face from this position, but I can tell he is smiling, “It was the best surprise ever,
and I can tell you, it won’t be long till you’re pregnant if you keep up these kind of surprises.”

“Oh, is that right?” I grin.

[ don’t want a baby yet, but soon, probably after we tie the knot.

“Of course. I can’t wait to put a baby inside of you and make you my wife. Accepting the
invitation to come here was the best choice I ever made.”

I couldn’t agree more. We were sworn enemies, neither of us suspecting that love could possibly
bloom, but we were wrong. Now, I couldn’t see myself without Jonas.

“I love you,” I whisper, drawing a heart against his pec.

“I love you too,” he whispers back, and I know I’ve found my forever, and always.
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CHAPTER ONE

M ountaiv Livine 1s the best living.

I remember the words carved into a sign that hung over the reception desk of Mill Creek Resort
And as a child, visiting the 1930s mountain resort that consisted of over twenty cabins, nestled o
thirteen acres of wooded perfection, I truly believed those words to be gospel. There was no bette
place to be than in the Lassen National Forest, living in a log cabin, surrounded by evergreen giants a
a family-run resort.

“We aren’t used to having guests in the off season,” the young woman checking me in said. I sav
from her nametag, that her name was Ellie. “Are you sure you know what you’re getting yoursel
into?”

I nodded as I signed the paperwork. “Yes. I used to visit here all the time as a kid. I also got you
emails warning about the snowstorms and being buried in when they come. But frankly, it’s exactl
what I need right now in my life. No escape.”

“Two months is a long time,” she said. “But I’'m happy you’re staying. It’s just me and my brothe1
Ethan, here in the winter usually, but I really want to go visit our parents this year. I hated the idea o
leaving him completely alone, so I feel a lot better knowing there will at least be another human her:
just in case.” She looked at me and added, “It said in your email that you’re an author writing a boo
while here. What’s your name so I can look for one of your books?”’

“Jade Breken,” I answered, trying not to blush at the attention. It always seemed odd when peopl:
wanted to read what [ wrote.

She scribbled my name down on a Post-it, and reached for the key with a carved mountain lios
keychain to my cabin and handed it to me. She picked up a walkie talkie and spoke into it. “Ethan, ou
guest—Jade Brecken—is here. I’'m having her go to cabin six.”

A man’s voice came back and said, “I’m on my way there.”

Ellie looked at me. “I don’t know if you remember how to get to cabin six, but go down this roas
and you’ll see it,” she said as she pointed toward the right. “It’s the only one that has firewoo«
stacked up outside. Out of all of our cabins, I feel this one has the best view, and if you listen closely
you can hear Mill Creek flowing. That is, until it freezes over, which shouldn’t be long from now.”

I nodded with a smile. “I remember.”

I hopped in my car and drove the short distance to the cabin. I could have walked there if i
weren’t for my luggage. And as I pulled up and took it all in, it was like stepping back in time
Nothing had changed at all.

Log cabins lined up along a dirt road, evergreen bushes all around, and squirrels running up an
down the bark of the massive pine trees.

“Well, what do you think?” a deep voice asked from behind. “Is it how you remembered?”

I turned to see a tall, denim-clad man approaching. The setting sun behind his body formed :
silhouette, keeping his appearance a mystery. Before I could get a good look at him, he was openin;
the hatch of my car and removing the suitcases. His tattered baseball cap with the words Mill Cree.
Resort scrolled across in forest green obscured my view even more.



Without getting a good look at the man, I turned my attention to the place I would be staying in fo
the duration of my winter season. There was no denying the rustic cabin had charm with its smal
wooden porch, cedar logs perfectly chinked, and gingham curtains framing the double-pane:
windows.

I smiled as memories of my childhood came rushing in. “Yes, it’s just like I remember it.”” I trie
to glance at the man again, but he was still not in clear sight unless I made it obvious I was trying t

-.check him out. “You’ve taken really good care of the property. I don’t know why, but I expected it

nbe a little more worn down. Older.”

r  “Family owned, means family pride,” Ethan casually countered.

t  “Is there strong Wi-Fi?” I asked. I had made sure there was at least some sort of Wi-Fi befor
booking, but I hoped it wouldn’t run at turtle speed.

v “Yes, it has Wi-Fi,” he answered as he began to walk toward the cabin with all of my luggag
funder his arms. “But I’'ll give you the password for my personal one. It’s stronger, and since it sound
like you plan to be out here during the upcoming storms, you’ll thank me for it.”

r lletout a sigh of relief knowing I would at least be able to plug in my laptop and get some wor

ydone while I was here. It wouldn’t be like living in the eighteen hundreds at least. Yes, I needed to ge
a book written, but I didn’t want to be completely off the grid.

- As I crossed the threshold of the cabin, I couldn’t help but feel at ease and instantly cozy with th

froom I would be living in. The theme of the décor was definitely Mountain Living. There was a log

oframed queen size bed covered with a handmade quilt and embroidered pillows stacked neatly o

ktop. The fabric had deer, bears, and pinecones covering it. The hardwood floor had a thickly wove
circular rug placed in the center of the room. There was a small, wooden, two-person dining tabl:

eand chairs that looked as if they were custom made. To the right of the bed was a large ginghar
armchair with an old-fashioned reading light next to it. The dresser’s shabby-chic appearance made i
nobvious it had been passed down from generation to generation. An antique mirror hung right above
rThe walls were cedar logs, and landscape pictures of the resort were strategically placed throughout
In the corner of the room was an old, iron, wood-burning stove that had obviously seen many years. 1
added to the rustic charm of the small cabin. A smile escaped my lips, and I was in awe knowing
jhad made the right decision in coming here. The room was warm, inviting, and would serve me well.

1 “Oh... it’s everything I had hoped it would be,” I exclaimed.

;,  For the first time since his arrival, Ethan turned around and fully faced me. Light blue eyes me
mine, and a smile formed on his lips. A faint scar crossed his sun-kissed cheek, giving him a rugge:
masculinity I had never seen in a man since my childhood coming here. Broad shoulders, lean hip

tand tight muscles towered over me. Mountain living had treated him well.

“I’'m glad you like it. It’s one of our smaller cabins, but it’s my favorite out of all of them,” he sai«
warmly, never taking his eyes away from mine. “It’s nice to meet you.” He reached out his hand fo

ime to shake.

I took his hand lightly and felt an odd tingle rush through my body as his work-worn han
encircled mine. “Nice to meet you, but actually this isn’t the first time we’ve met. It’s been forever

ahowever.”

g Icould feel the blush forming on my cheeks. How such a simple greeting was causing me to fee

klike a high school adolescent, amazed me. I would be lying if [ didn’t admit that I always had a littl
bit of a weakness when it came to mountain boys. They all had that woodsy, down-to-earth, active



rand genuine vibe. They all liked to hike, fish, loved nature, and enjoyed the simple things in life lik
lhow a sunset looked over the tops of sugar pine trees.
1 “Talways loved coming here as a child.” I smiled at him. “I remember playing with you and you
sister when I came.”

1  He looked up with wide eyes. “You did? What’s your name again?”
>  “Jade Breken. My family and I came for a week every summer—and occasionally a winter—unti
o>we moved too far away because of my father’s job.”

“The Brekens!” he said. “I remember you now. You had a brother too, right?”

I nodded. “We used to roast marshmallows together and play Red Rover in the meadow.
eHappiness rushed in as [ recalled some of the best childhood memories I had ever had.
He looked me up and down, and said, “You aren’t the little girl [ remember now.”
I laughed. “And you aren’t the little boy who used to catch frogs and chase me with them either.”
s “I had the biggest crush on you. Jadey B. I remember you!”

“Yeah, well you had a funny way of showing it.”
k  Wow... Jadey B...
t  I’d forgotten about that carefree, wild girl who loved Mill Creek Resort. I truly hoped I could fine

her again.

¢ Ethan removed his hat revealing his dark brown hair that haphazardly encompassed his face
-“Well, I’'m glad you came to stay at my resort for a while. We aren’t used to having guests in th
nwinter often, but I do think it’s the prettiest time of year here.” He smiled again. “I’m looking forwar«
nto getting to know the grown up Jadey B.”

(¢}

[

n R

1
. ETHAN HAD LEFT so I could rest a little and get settled in. I quickly unpacked my suitcases and thel

5 “turned my attentions on setting up my makeshift office at the small dining room table. I was anxious t
tcheck my messages and deal with any business that I had missed during the trip. Technically, I was o
@ writing trip, but I couldn’t resist the urge to deal with things as they came up rather than waiting fo

my return. Not to mention that two months seemed like an eternity to be away. Stepping away from m

author business completely so I could only write was just not something I felt I had the luxury to take.
+ I'was startled when I heard a knock at the door. I had been staring at my laptop for so long, I has
jeompletely lost track of time. The sun had set, leaving me in a darkened room, lit only by m
scomputer. It took a moment to regain my surroundings as I walked toward the door.

“I figured you might feel awkward about having dinner up at the restaurant since it’s just yor
jstaying here, but it is part of the package you paid for. I thought you might like if I escort you to th
festaurant,” Ethan offered as I opened the door.

He took a moment taking in the full length of my body, as I stood on the threshold of the doo1
jbefore he looked over my shoulder at the dark room behind. His friendly smile turned into a look o
.concern.

" “Um... no thank you,” I said, a bit embarrassed that I had lost track of time. “I’m not really hungr
|right now.”

.  Ethan still had the frown on his face as he pushed past me and walked into the room. “Is th
 power off? I swore I turned it on.” He flipped on the light switch and refocused his attention towar«



eme standing with my mouth open in surprise that he just walked in uninvited.

“Oh, sorry. I just assumed something was wrong. I’m shocked that you were sitting here in th
rdark,” Ethan commented.

“I was busy working, and I lost track of time. Now, if you don’t mind, I would really like to ge

back to—"

I “I do mind,” Ethan interrupted as he took a couple of steps toward me, closing the space betweer
us. “You can’t be at Mill Creek and not have our First Night Dinner. You know it’s tradition. Mt
grandfather would roll over in his grave if I allowed one of his guests to skip it.”

Annoyance boiled inside my core. The entire purpose of renting a cabin in Mill Creek was to ge
away from all distractions. That included the sexy mountain man standing before me.

“I know I’'m technically a guest, and you’re going to want to give me that Mill Creek Resor
hospitality, but I’'m really okay to just be forgotten about. I know this is off season for you, and I reall
don’t expect the same red-carpet treatment.”

“Too bad. Off season or not, we treat our guests the same. It’s ingrained in me.”

“I'm telling you that I don’t want to have First Night Dinner,” I snapped. “What part of that ar
dyou not understanding?”

And there it was. The city bitch in me came out swinging. I instantly regretted the words and th
.edgy tone of my voice, but there was no taking it back now.

e Iwas tired.
1  Ineeded to rest.

And I needed to be alone.

Ethan took another step toward me, so he was looking down into my eyes. His jaw was tight, anc
his blue eyes darkened. My heartbeat sped up as I desperately wanted to take a step back to gain som
space between us. Yet, I refused to let him know I was intimidated. Ethan was so close to me that

Acould feel his hot breath against my face.

> “Let me make something very clear. This is my resort, my rules. We’ve run it a certain way fo
Osenerations, and you know that. A special dinner was made for you. Because you chose to come here
TYou’re a guest on my land and for a longer time than we normally allow. I’'m going to ask you not t
Yspeak to me in that tone of voice again,” Ethan stated.

[ was at a loss of words. I had no idea what to say or how to respond. I had been rude, but havin,
Ihim strike back was... awkward. My cheeks heated by the confrontation as well as his clos:
yproximity. I wanted to go hide in a corner somewhere, and at the same time, I wanted to... well,

wasn’t sure what [ wanted to do.

Ethan glared for the longest moment into my eyes. The silence between us was thick with tensior
°yet neither of us would look away. Ethan was the first to break the connection by walking over to th

computer and shutting it closed.
> “First rule,” he stated. “You have to enjoy Mill Creek at least a little.”

I lunged toward my computer to try to stop his dictate. “What? You can’t just come in here—"

Ethan grabbed me by the arm and stared into my eyes again. “My resort, my rules,” he interrupted
Y“Second rule,” he continued, never releasing me of his stare, “you allow me to meet your needs an
take care of you for the entire time you’re here. It’s my job to do so.”

[ was getting uncomfortable with his dominant presence. Ethan had always been a bossy kid jus
Yike his grandpa was, and clearly he still followed in his footsteps. Mr. Davis had been :
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cantankerous old man, but still beloved. When Mr. Davis spoke, all listened. It was part of the charr
eof Mill Creek Resort. In Ethan’s case, however, I wasn’t sure if I should fight back or submit to hi
rules. His hand on my arm was like a hot iron, branding me with his will. His eyes mesmerized m
twith the strength present. Ethan had complete control, and I could do nothing more than listen.
“Third rule,” he stated, pulling me a little closer to his body. “You take this time to relax an
nreconnect with nature even though you’re here to write. You can do both.”
y  Ethan leaned in closer to me. So close, that for a moment, I had the absurd idea that he may kis
me. [ lightly licked my lips, getting ready for the touch and was surprisingly disappointed when h
tstepped back and offered his arm for me to take. Oh God, what was I doing? What was I thinking
This man was a near stranger, and I seriously doubted I would have stopped him from kissing me!
t  Ethan smiled again, like he’d done when I had first answered the door. “Let’s try this again. Goo«
yevening, ma’am. | thought you might like for me to escort you to dinner,” he said again in a playfu
tone, breaking me out of my sinful thoughts. “Ellie’s busy packing to leave tomorrow, so it’s just yo
and me.”
e Notunderstanding what just happened, and why some crazy emotions attacked my body and brair
I allowed Ethan to place my hand on his arm and walk me out of the cabin and toward the main hous:
efor dinner.
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cantankerous old man, but still beloved. When Mr. Davis spoke, all listened. It was part of the charm
of Mill Creek Resort. In Ethan’s case, however, I wasn’t sure if [ should fight back or submit to his
rules. His hand on my arm was like a hot iron, branding me with his will. His eyes mesmerized me
with the strength present. Ethan had complete control, and I could do nothing more than listen.

“Third rule,” he stated, pulling me a little closer to his body. “You take this time to relax and
reconnect with nature even though you’re here to write. You can do both.”

Ethan leaned in closer to me. So close, that for a moment, I had the absurd i1dea that he may kiss
me. [ lightly licked my lips, getting ready for the touch and was surprisingly disappointed when he
stepped back and offered his arm for me to take. Oh God, what was I doing? What was I thinking?
This man was a near stranger, and I seriously doubted I would have stopped him from kissing me!

Ethan smiled again, like he’d done when I had first answered the door. “Let’s try this again. Good
evening, ma’am. I thought you might like for me to escort you to dinner,” he said again in a playful
tone, breaking me out of my sinful thoughts. “Ellie’s busy packing to leave tomorrow, so it’s just you
and me.”

Not understanding what just happened, and why some crazy emotions attacked my body and brain,
I allowed Ethan to place my hand on his arm and walk me out of the cabin and toward the main house
for dinner.



CHAPTER TWO

I 5aDN’T HAD @ home-cooked meal in years. Everything about the dinner and the company was perfect
Ethan had a way of making me feel warm, comforted and relaxed. I ate more than I would normall
and talked more about myself than I would ever do. I guarded my past, my present and my future.
opened up to very few and had found it was easier to survive. It was easier to protect. I did, however
open up slightly to Ethan. I felt comfortable enough to discuss my business, my childhood memorie
of Mill Creek and lightly touched on how I was sort of at a crossroads in life. I was sick of the city 1
more ways than one. I wasn’t happy with where I lived, who I socialized with, or pretty muc]
anything. [ needed a change, and this getaway was going to help me figure out what that change woulc
be.

I took the last bite of my meal and leaned back in my chair. “I’m so full, I could explode. I haven’
had real food in what feels like forever. I live off of take out and the microwave.”

Ethan smiled warmly. “I’m happy that Mill Creek can remind you of what a good meal should b
like. We’re known for our good food, good air, and a good night’s sleep.”

I chuckled. “Thank you for this. I now remember how much First Night Dinner was a favorite o
mine. It really does set the tone of the place.”

A silent calm washed over us as we both just looked at each other. Ethan’s eyes were soft an
gentle. He casually had one arm slung over the back of the chair, giving off a sense of comfort and :
feeling of home. I realized we were both staring at each other and grew uneasy.

“So, what’s there to do around here during the off season?” I asked to change up the mood tha
was being created. “Everything nearby is closed right?”

Ethan took a moment to continue to stare. “Mostly. We aren’t usually open during this time eithei
We made an exception with you.”

“Why?”

“Normally, we close up due to the road. When the first big storm hits, we can’t get in and ou
without a snowmobile. It’s not a great place for tourists. But when your email explained you planne:
to stay homebound writing, had grown up coming here as a kid, and it had been years since you ha
been back... it seemed like I needed to say yes.”

[ smiled and straightened my back. “I’'m glad you did. And I remember the winters here. 1 knov
what I’m getting myself into.”

Ethan’s face grew serious. “I know I made it clear via email, but we really do get snowed in here
I don’t mind, and I plan for it by stockpiling food and firewood, but you won’t be able to run int
town to get anything for days. I can’t be out there plowing the roads nonstop for you.”

When I had booked the cabin, I was sent several messages warning me that there was one roas
that ran from the main highway to the Mill Creek Resort. Because it was private property, the count
wasn’t responsible for snow removal, and if we wanted to reach civilization, it was going to have t
be done by Ethan unburying us out.

I nodded. “Being snowed in is part of the appeal for me.” The smile left my face, and I lookes
down at the ground. “I have a lot of work to do, and I also need some time to plan that next stej



chapter in my life. I feel it’s time for a change and coming to a place I once loved to come up with :
plan was ideal. But I don’t want you to worry about me. I don’t want to be a burden or anything.” Th
conversation was beginning to cause the familiar anxiety [ had run from to work its way back into m
body. I took a deep breath in an attempt to soothe my nerves.

Ethan reached across the table and lightly grabbed my hand. He didn’t say anything, but the soi
..touch was enough to make me feel calm and relaxed again. He gave a gentle squeeze before pullin;
yhis hand away.

I “Youwon’t be a burden, and I’'ll make sure there is plenty of food in the kitchen for you to havi
-access to, but I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. I love it up here when the snov
sfalls. It’s my favorite, but I also know it’s not for everyone,” Ethan said. “My family has always live
nin Mill Creek year-round when others run off to warmer and less harsh weather. Or at least my entir:
hfamily all used to. It’s just me and my sister, Ellie, running the resort now.”

1 “What happened to the rest of them?”

“Grandpop died when I was a teenager. My mom and dad ran this place up until about ten year
tago. Dad has some health issues and needs to be near a hospital. His body made the decision for hirr

or | think they would still be here today. But you would have to drag my sister and me off thi
eproperty kicking and screaming before we’d leave.”

We sat in silence again. I noticed how easy it was for both of us to just sit and be content in eac]
fother’s company. We both could stare into each other’s eyes, taking the time to just observe. I like

how Ethan’s eyes would light up when he smiled. I liked how he was confident enough not to 100
jaway. I liked how he had a way of holding my stare, demanding my eyes stay connected with his.
aliked... well, I liked Ethan.

“I admire that you run a business that’s been in your family for generations,” I said. “But do yor
tever get tired of being so 1solated out here?”

“City life just isn’t for me. Mill Creek 1s in my blood. And not just because of the business. I trul:
-love everything about living here. I can honestly say I believe it to be one of the most beautiful place

in the world. The creek that runs through the property is always full of trout and salmon. The tree
surround us, the view of Mount Lassen in the distance, the deer that come to my yard every morning
itthe bald eagles, the squirrels.” He chuckled. “Yeah, I think 1t’s fair to say that I belong in th
imountains.”
i I crossed my arms across my chest and just listened to the way he spoke of this place with s
much passion. “It seems like it’s a lot of work to run this property. All the cabins, feeding the guests
vI’m amazed you can do it all yourself.”

“We have seasonal help. But yes, winter is just Ellie and me. And we get some cabin fever whe:
.1t really buckets down snow,” Ethan admitted as he continued to relax in his chair. “But other tha
ywinter, the resort is booked solid. We aren’t ever really alone. I’'m kept pretty busy, so I actuall

welcome the winter for a break.”
1  “I'mglad to hear the business is still going good. I remember it always busy growing up t0o.”
y  “Ilove it. I don’t necessarily love all the clients who come, but the tradeoff is well worth 1t
yFresh air, bright stars, and just pure mountain living.”

“Funny,” T began, “I didn’t think conversation like this came with the First Night Dinner.
iwouldn’t have tried to get out of it had I known.”
> Ethan leaned forward and put his arms on the table. “Well as you can see, other than my siste



apacking to leave, I don’t really have a lot of options for conversation. So, you’re it.”
e “Ifeel like we’re playing twenty questions.”
y  Ethan smiled. “Ask away. I’'m an open book.”

I took a moment to think of a good question. I wasn’t sure if I would get this opportunity to as!
tanything of my liking again. The one-on-one time of the First Night Dinner was nice. I knew I neede:
gto make it a good one.

“Okay, so why aren’t you married? Kids? Someone your age, living out here alone, it seems like :
efair question.” I blushed with how forward I was being but continued on. “You have to give m
vhonesty, nothing simple or general.”

1  Ethan smirked. “So, saying I haven’t met the right woman is considered general?”
e “Yes.”
Ethan took a moment to just stare at me. His blue eyes narrowed a bit and his jaw tightened. “I'r
bossy.”
s I shook my head. “That one doesn’t count because it’s obvious.” I giggled at my own comment.

L,  “I’mdemanding.”
s I shook my head again. “Nope, that was too close to bossy, and don’t I know it,” I said wit
another giggle.

h  “I prefer mountains.”
1 Ipouted out my lip. “You can’t just give brief answers. Not fair.”
k  Ethan chuckled. “Okay, okay. You’re pretty damn cute when you pout.”” He took a deep breath an
Irepositioned his body in his chair. “My focus has been on my land and keeping up the resort. It hasn’
always been easy, and the last thing I needed was to have a family to focus on as well. When we ha
uthe recession, it was really touch and go for a while. We came pretty close to losing it all. And then,
he opened his arms to show off the empty restaurant we sat in, “not everyone is willing to live out 1
ythe middle of nowhere. City lights are more appealing to most than starlight.”
s  Ethan paused and looked slightly uncomfortable for the first time since I had arrived at the resort
sHe fidgeted in his seat for a few moments before taking a deep breath in what appeared to be a
rattempt to control his demeanor again. I just watched him, listening in curiosity at his confession.
e “My focus hasn’t been on love,” Ethan confessed.
I couldn’t resist a smile. “So, you’re just as much as a workaholic as me?”
> “Yes, I think that’s fair to say,” he replied.
“Well, I don’t see what’s so wrong with that. I think ambition is sexy.” I blushed the minute th
words left my mouth. I was flirting, and I couldn’t help it. Calling a man you just met sexy was no
nokay in my book. It wasn’t who [ was... and yet, here I was doing it.
n  Ethan smiled so big that wrinkles framed the corners of his eyes and a slight dimple formed in hi
ycheek. “So, you’d like an ambitious, workaholic, type of man?”’
“Yes, yes, I think I would.” I continued to flirt. It was obvious... at least to me.
Ethan leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms against his chest. “What about you? I don’
.see a ring on that finger. Hiding here at Mill Creek from someone? There’s got to be some sordid tal
as to why a beautiful woman is spending the holidays up here alone.”
I I gasped and choked on the air that rushed out of my chest. The blush that took over my entir
body made me hot instantly. I took a few moments to regain my composure before barely squeakin;
rout, “Beautiful?” I rolled my eyes. “Hardly, but nothing sordid to tell. I keep all the action an



suspense in my books. My life’s pretty dull.”

“You are beautiful,” he said again.

There was a moment when Ethan and I just stared deep into each other’s eyes again. I searches
kfor some further explanation. I searched for some clarity as to why I felt so incredibly turned on b
Iwhat he just confessed to. Why was I being so flirty and open when that wasn’t like me at all?

Ethan sat on the other side of the table refusing to break the stare. Silently letting me know he wa
adead serious. I was the first to sever the connection. I looked down at my hands and felt his gaze bur
emy already red-hot skin.

Taking a moment before looking back into Ethan’s eyes, I asked, “So you’re just like me. Too bus:

for love.” I giggle, mostly out of awkward nerves rather than humor.

“Oh, I would find time. I’'m ambitious in other ways too,” he said with a wink. Ethan reaches
nacross the table and swallowed my hand in his. “I want to offer all of me when the time comes.”

Why was he holding my hand?

Friendly companionship?

My head swirled.

h  “And what is all of you?”

“I'm strong, but I’'m soft as well. I protect, I nurture, I care, and I love. I like to be in charge—
otherwise known as bossy—but my number one goal would be to make my woman know she is love
every minute of every day. That’s what [ want.” Ethan removed his hand, sat back and shrugged. “S«

dthat’s why I’'m not married. I haven’t found another mountain gal who wants the same things.”

t  “Ithink you just nailed what every woman wants in a relationship,” I replied.

1  “So, did I answer your question?”” Ethan asked with a smirk on his face.

”  1looked up to meet his devilish grin. “Yes, Mountain Man, you did.” I took a large drink of m
nwine, trying to wash out the images of Ethan as husband material.
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suspense in my books. My life’s pretty dull.”

“You are beautiful,” he said again.

There was a moment when Ethan and 1 just stared deep into each other’s eyes again. I searched
for some further explanation. I searched for some clarity as to why I felt so incredibly turned on by
what he just confessed to. Why was I being so flirty and open when that wasn’t like me at all?

Ethan sat on the other side of the table refusing to break the stare. Silently letting me know he was
dead serious. I was the first to sever the connection. I looked down at my hands and felt his gaze burn
my already red-hot skin.

Taking a moment before looking back into Ethan’s eyes, I asked, “So you’re just like me. Too busy
for love.” I giggle, mostly out of awkward nerves rather than humor.

“Oh, T would find time. I’'m ambitious in other ways too,” he said with a wink. Ethan reached
across the table and swallowed my hand in his. “I want to offer all of me when the time comes.”

Why was he holding my hand?

Friendly companionship?

My head swirled.

“And what is all of you?”

“I'm strong, but I’'m soft as well. I protect, I nurture, I care, and I love. I like to be in charge—
otherwise known as bossy—but my number one goal would be to make my woman know she is loved
every minute of every day. That’s what [ want.” Ethan removed his hand, sat back and shrugged. “So
that’s why I’m not married. I haven’t found another mountain gal who wants the same things.”

“I think you just nailed what every woman wants in a relationship,” I replied.

“So, did I answer your question?” Ethan asked with a smirk on his face.

I looked up to meet his devilish grin. “Yes, Mountain Man, you did.” I took a large drink of my
wine, trying to wash out the images of Ethan as husband material.



CHAPTER THREE

WRITING IN A cabin as it snowed outside was about as close to perfection as one could get. The cold
the fire, the snow on the pine trees, and the magic of winter was everything I could have imagine:
when I planned to come and stay for the season. I had done so much work, that when Ethan insisted
take a break and go outside for some fresh air with him, I couldn’t refuse.

I stared at myself in the mirror, self-conscious about my appearance. Ethan would be arrivin,
soon to take me snowmobiling, and I wasn’t sure how to look. I had my hair up in a ponytail, and the
finally settled on leaving it long, cascading past my shoulders. I couldn’t decide on what shirt to wea
with my jeans and boots; finally settling on a V-neck cotton long-sleeved shirt that revealed an ampl
amount of cleavage. I realized that [ was nervous getting ready. I wanted Ethan to be pleased with th
way I looked. I actually cared what Ethan thought.

I forced myself away from the mirror annoyed that I would let some guy I barely knew to havi
such a hold on me. I shouldn’t be thinking this way at all.

Sure, he might be the sexiest man I had ever seen in person, but I was not going to let thos
thoughts have the upper hand. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, only to recognize that he di
have the upper hand.

The dinner between us a couple nights ago had been comfortable, relaxed and the conversatio:
we’d shared had seemed to flow so fluidly. Never had I felt so open with someone, and it was neve
like that with any man on the “first date”. He talked of the resort mostly, but the love that shon
through his eyes was absolutely captivating. But what I couldn’t get out of my mind was the fact tha
even when I was alone in