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Vicky opened the door and grinned at her late arrivals. One of her employees, Anita, held a tray of what smelled like her delicious, spicy tamales. Her two granddaughters she’d brought along each held brightly wrapped packages.
“Hola, Anita,” Vicky said with a grin as she held out her arms to hug the girls. They fell against her legs, laughing and squeezing. “Feliz Navidad. Come in, come in. Oh, don’t you girls look so pretty tonight? Why don’t you guys put those under the tree and find Paul and Heather’s little girl? She’s around here somewhere.”
“Thanks, Aunt Vicky,” they chimed before dashing over to the big tree set in the corner of the living room.
“Ah, Anita. I told you you didn’t have to bring anything,” Vicky said, taking the platter from her friend.
“You know I go nowhere without food, especially on Christmas.” She grinned and came through the door before Vicky shut it.
“So glad you could make it. How’d your family take you running off like this?”
The older woman grinned. “We had our meal this afternoon, and now they are cleaning while I have more party time.”
“Hey, Anita!” Paul called across the slightly crowded room.. “Glad you could make it.”
“Hola, Paul. Heather,” she added with a slight nod and a big smile for the couple who’d become her friends as well over the last couple of years.
Vicky introduced Anita to a couple more friends as they walked through the living room, and Anita stopped to give Denise, another worker at the salon, a quick hug.
A warm glow infused Vicky’s heart as she made room to set the platter of tamales on the overloaded table. She’d made a mountain of food to start with, and though she told all her friends no one needed to bring anything, they hadn’t listened. So besides the turkey and ham slices, fresh-baked dinner rolls, two platters of cheeses and crackers, and four kinds of pies, there were cookies, cakes, and now Anita’s mouthwatering tamales.
To be surrounded by her friends on Christmas was the best present she could ever hope for. Taking the tin foil off Anita’s platter, she reached for a knife from the pile of cutlery on the end of the table to cut them in half so what was supposed to be finger foods was small enough to fit on the little plates. At least she knew better for next year. She’d get dinner-sized plates. It didn’t seem to matter that almost everyone there had already had a meal at home with their own families, they still stuffed themselves. With a grin, she set to work slicing through the still-hot tamales.
A big hand closed over her upper left arm in a tight grip, and a raspy voice whispered in her ear, “If you don’t want a scene, I suggest you come with me now.”
Vicky swallowed hard. She knew that voice, and a tingle skittered down her spine. She gripped the knife harder, until her knuckles turned white. “Detective Drake,” she said coolly. “How’d you get in here?”
“Put down the knife, Victoria. Now,” he growled in her ear.
She must have hesitated too long, because his other hand came around her and gripped her wrist, hard, until she dropped the knife and gasped. His front pressed into her back, and she silently cursed the effect his long, hard body had on her.
“Don’t test me, woman. If you don’t want all your happy little friends to know what you are, you’ll come quietly.”
She looked to the side, toward the living room where ten of her closest friends sat around talking and laughing—and ignoring the fact that she was being accosted by a sleazy cop.
“The garage door,” he whispered in her ear, making goose bumps rise on her bare arms. “Too many people between here and the front door.”
“They’ll notice I’m gone,” she warned under her breath.
“Trust me, this won’t take long.”
“Fuck you,” she muttered.
He ran one hand up the center of her back and wrapped long fingers around the back of her neck. “Move, Victoria, or else.”
Her high heels clicked over the tiles of the kitchen. She cast one last glance back at everyone in the living room, but no one seemed to notice what was happening to her. Her tummy quivered as she reached for the doorknob, but she hesitated. “Couldn’t you wait until tomorrow?”
He gave her neck a bit of a squeeze, enough to prompt her to turn the knob and open the door. The motion detector light clicked on over her pickup truck, and she wondered if there was any way to get out of his grip for the moments it would take to jump into the truck and lock him out.
“Don’t even think about it,” he growled as he gave her a gentle push down the three steps to the concrete floor. The door shut behind them, and her heart beat sped.
“What do you want from me?”
He let go of her neck, and she made to bolt, but he grabbed her right arm and twisted it behind her back. Before she could whirl on him and land a fist…somewhere, the cold metallic clasp closed around her wrist with a sickening click.
“Son of a bitch!” she cried, struggling to get away from him, fighting to keep her left arm out of his grasp.
He shoved her up against the front quarter panel of the truck and pinned her there between the cold, hard metal and his warm, solid body. It took one slight twist to her right arm he had pinned until she gave up. He grabbed her left wrist, brought it behind her back, and snapped it into the other handcuff.
Then he turned her to face him, pressed his front to hers, still pinning her to the truck. “Where are they?”
She snarled.
“Tell me now, Victoria, and save yourself.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her heart raced faster. The fact she could feel his hard-on pressing into her belly didn’t help. As usual, the bastard was horny.
“The shipment of emeralds. Only you didn’t stop with the rocks this time, did you? You took out the courier, too.” He clasped a hand over her neck and tilted her face up. “Where. Are. They.”
She gritted her teeth. “I. Don’t. Know.”
He squeezed his hand a bit, tightening it around her throat. “Don’t fucking lie to me, woman. I know your handiwork when I see it. What, did the courier not give up the goods fast enough? We found him, but not the rocks. Now, last chance, where are they?”
She hissed then bucked her hips out, trying to dislodge him, but he was a big sucker and barely moved. All it did was rub the fly of his jeans over her, pressing his erecting into her harder.
“My husband—“
“Ah, yes. I heard you got married. Does the sap know what you do for a living?”
“I run a respectable business, you asshole.”
“Ah, yeah, your business front. Cute. We’ll see how long it takes the feds to figure out your little hair cutting joint is just a cover for a multi-million dollar theft ring.” He rubbed his crotch against her, ground his cock against her mound. “Damn, you’re still one hot diamond thief.”
“I thought it was emeralds,” she said with enough attitude to make any teenager proud. Even so, her pussy throbbed, and her nipples grew hard.
He leaned in close, until she felt his warm breath on her cheek. “I want my cut.”
“Dirty cop,” she spat.
His lips, so warm and delicious, pressed against hers. She growled and tried to pull back, but that hand around her throat held her in place. When she opened her mouth to yell, his tongue swept in, stealing not only her voice but her breath.
God, the asshole could kiss.
She bit his lip.
He pulled back with a curse. “You bitch!” He swiped the back of his other hand, the one not holding her throat, over his mouth.
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Sticks and stones…”
He glared, his forest green eyes narrowed. “You’re going to pay for that.” Without warning, that free hand dove up under her dress and pressed against her pussy.
Her knees wobbled, and she swallowed her moan. She’d never been able to say no to this man. Not ever. When his middle finger pushed aside the tiny scrap of her panties and swiped through her already damp lips, she forced herself to stare into his eyes, to not let him see what just one touch from one finger did to her entire body.
But he saw. His gaze dropped to her chest as her nipples turned into hard little points pushing against the silky fabric of her cocktail dress.
“Slut.”
She growled.
“You know you like it. You want it, don’t you?”
“Go. To. Hell!”
“Meet you there, babe.” He shoved two fingers deep into her core, and she couldn’t stop the groan that escaped her lips. Her inner muscles milked his fingers as he teased her G-spot with an expertise that still made her head spin even after all this time. When he leaned down and nipped her nipple right through her dress, she cried out and thrust her hips against his hand.
“Stop,” she cried. “God, stop. I can’t. I’ll tell you where the emeralds are.” Her body said she could, though, and she was so ready for him. So hot. So damn wet.
“Too late. You had your chance.”
“No-o-o” she sobbed, but not a cry of tears. One of being so close to climax it had turned to agony. She hated him. Hated him with a passion. But that passion was so easy for him to turn to hot, burning lust.
He nipped her other nipple, and she cried out as the hot zip of the orgasm speared through her.
He chuckled as he let go of her throat and caught her just before she would have landed in a heap on the floor, her legs refusing to keep her upright. She lay limp in his arms, refusing to help him hold her, and he carried her to the end of the truck, dropped the tailgate and unceremoniously plopped her down on it. The cold metal on her legs made her hiss and brought her out of the orgasmic stupor. She kicked off her shoes and went to jump off the back of the truck, but he caught her and pinned her down across the tailgate, his big hand in the center of her chest as he flipped the skirt of her dress up over her belly.
She tried kicking sideways, to get him with at least her knee, but he swatted her thigh hard enough to really sting.
“Don’t make me turn you over and turn your ass red, Victoria. You know I’ll do it.”
Oh, she knew all right, and just the thought of that made her pussy tighten in want. Damn him!
The best she could hope for was to roll to the side, but she couldn’t escape. With her hands bound behind her back in the God damned handcuffs, if she rolled off the end of the truck bed, all she’d get was her face smashed into the concrete floor. She bent her knees, planted her feet on the tailgate, and heaved against his hold.
“Fuck, Victoria, those gotta be the sexiest little panties I’ve ever seen.” And then he ripped her Victoria’s Secret thong right in two.
She screamed in fury and shoved up, using what leverage she could from her hands, and tried biting his arm.
He laughed, turned his body sideways just a bit—fuck him for being so tall he could do that standing on the ground—and laid his middle right over hers. “Been a while since I tasted this gorgeous cunt.”
“Don’t!” she screamed, thrusting her hips up again, wiggling, trying to dislodge him from her.
“You don’t mean that.” He clasped his hands on her thighs and forced them apart a second before his hot mouth settled over her even hotter pussy.
He moaned as if it were the best thing he’d ever tasted, and when the vibration from his pleasure rumbled through her, she gave up the fight. She didn’t mean it.
He suckled, licked, slipped his fingers inside of her and pumped while he flicked the tip of his tongue over her clit.
Vicky moaned, writhed, but in need, not fight. She bit her tongue to keep from crying out her need. She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.
“I hate you,” she growled, even as her hips rose to meet his mouth, her body begging for what her voice never would. A light sheen of sweat burst out on her chest and forehead as the climax grew and grew, getting closer and closer. Just as she was about to fall over the edge, he pulled away.
“Finish it,” she cried, then bit down hard on her bottom lip, appalled she’d said that.
Without a word, he turned her—easy to do on the bed of her shiny new pickup—and flipped her over on her belly, half her body dangling over the edge of the tailgate. Only her toes touched the cold concrete of the floor. When she tried to stand, he pressed his hand between her shoulder blades and shoved her down.
“Let me go, you fucking dirty cop!”
She heard the slight clink of his belt buckle, then the quick pop, pop, pop, pop of his button fly being ripped open.
“I’ll show you how dirty I can fuck,” he said, his voice so low and raspy it made her scalp tighten and her nipples tingle. And then he was in her, hard and without ceremony.
She cried out in relief as he stretched her, filled her.
He still held her down, pinned to the bed of the truck, the hard, cold metal digging into her hips, her ribs, her breasts. The pain was delicious juxtaposed to the hot length of his cock thrusting into her so hard, so damn perfectly.
No, she shouldn’t let him do this! She tried to raise up, but his strength was too overpowering. She kicked back with one foot, caught him in the shin hard enough that he hissed. But in the next second, just before she took another swing, his free hand came down hard on her ass sending a hot jolt of lighting through her. Another hard slap followed the first, and she cried out.
She prayed he didn’t know how good the pain was.
He slapped her again then pressed one finger against her anus.
“No,” she screamed, knowing he knew just the thing she needed to come.
“Yes,” he hissed between his teeth. He slapped again, never breaking the hard, driving rhythm of his thrusts, then teased her anus again.
“Oh, fuck,” she cried as the orgasm came barreling at her. She couldn’t fight it. God help her, she didn’t want to fight it.
“That’s right. Dirty. Fucking. Cop.” With each word, he thrust his cock so deep it tried to reach her soul.
She screamed, and every muscle of her body tightened as the climax struck, sustained, went on and on just as he did, driving into her, through her, becoming part of her.
He gave a short shout of “Oh, fuck,” drove deep, and stayed there. His cock pulsed, her pussy quivered. Her whole body went lax against the unforgiving truck bed.
His hand moved from her back, his forehead rested on her shoulder, his breath sawing as hard as hers.
She giggled. He chuckled and unlocked the cuffs, removing them from her wrists.
Her limbs feeling as if they weighed a thousand pounds, she shoved herself over onto her back, squirming farther onto the bed until only her legs below her knees dangled off the end of the tailgate. He rested his cheek against her belly and wrapped his arms around her.
“Never called me a bitch before,” she said, then laughed.
He chuckled again and squeezed her tight. “Dirty fucking cop was a nice touch.”
He stood up and took her hands, pulling her into a seated position. Then he pulled her forward and kissed her deep. She tasted passion on his lips and moaned as she wrapped her arms around his neck. She pulled back slightly and sifted her fingers through her husband’s silky hair.
“You think they’re missing us yet?”
He gave her a wicked who-gives-a-shit grin and shrugged.
She laughed and scooted closer to him, wrapping her legs around his and laying her head on his shoulder. She spotted her Victoria’s Secrets lying in a small heap on the floor. “You owe me a pair of underwear…again.”
He laughed and hugged her close. “They were pretty damn sexy.”
“Uh huh.” Closing her eyes, she reveled in the light brush of his hands up and down her back. “I love you, Detective.”
“Mmm. I love you, too, sweetheart.”
“You know, Detective Drake is still my favorite. And dang, did it get my blood going when he made an appearance at the Christmas party.”
He chuckled again and lifted her from the tailgate and set her on her feet.
She stepped into her heels, and he spun her toward him. “I guess we should get back to our guests, huh?”
She nodded and placed her hands on his chest. “We did invite them, you know. But I think you better go wash your face first.”
He laughed at that then leaned in and murmured in her ear, “And you have cum dripping down your thighs, don’t you?”
She thumped the side of her fist against his chest. “Nasty man.”
“That’s dirty fucking cop to you, bitch.”
They laughed together and hugged.
“Merry Christmas,” he whispered in her ear.
“This was my Christmas present?”
“Mmm. Part of it, anyway.”
“Not bad,” she said with a grin. “What’s the other part?”
“You don’t get that until our friends leave.”
She put on a pout, which made him reach around and pop her on the butt.
“Give me a hint?”
He raised an eyebrow in censure.
“Does it involve…candles or a flogger?”
His laugh was deep that time. “Maybe a little of both, you naughty woman. Maybe it even involves emeralds.”
Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to ask him if he was serious, but he pulled away and took her hand, tugging her along toward the door. It hadn’t even been locked, she realized when he turned the knob and pulled it open. The fun was over, but another little thrill shot through her at the thought they could have been caught.
They slipped into the small bathroom off the hallway and did a quick cleanup. Vicky straightened her hair as best she could, and then they were out rejoining their friends.
Their friend Paul, a real cop, was in the kitchen with the refrigerator door open when they entered. He gave them both a quick up and down glance, snickered, and asked, “Have fun?”
Vicky’s face heated a little, but her husband, brash as always said, “Oh, yeah,” then laughed when he glanced at Vicky.
“Here it is,” Paul said, pulling out two bottles of champagne he and his wife, Heather, had brought. “I say it’s time for a little bubbly.”
For the next few minutes, the three of them poured glasses of champagne then handed them out to all the adults. The kids were off in the spare bedroom making lots of noise, but that was okay. Vicky and Drake had stocked it full to brimming with toys for all their friends’ kids to play with when they came to visit. It gave the adults more adult time.
Once everyone held a glass of sparkling amber in their hands, Paul lifted his. “To our makeshift family. We might not be related by blood, but we’re bonded through friendship. Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas,” everyone cheered.
Vicky took the tiniest sip from her glass, no more than wet her lips really.
“You don’t like it?” Drake asked softly, motioning to her glass with his.
“Oh, it’s good,” she murmured. “Very good. But…umm…well…” She grinned, and that warm, soft feeling flowed through her again. She leaned in and whispered, “We need to make room for one more at next year’s party.”
Drake didn’t say anything, so she pulled back to look into his face. His confusion showed by his pulled brows and slight frown.
She rolled her eyes and took his empty hand in hers, then set it over her belly.
His eyes widened, his lips parted.
She grinned. “Merry Christmas,” she whispered.
The kiss he gave her was the softest, most gentle expression of love she’d ever experienced. Of course, then it was followed by him swooping her into his arms, spinning her in a circle and whooping like some made-for-television cowboy.
“It looks like she finally told him,” Anita said to the group of friends. “About time. Silly man didn’t even know she put on ten pounds.”
The living room filled with laughter, hugs and tears.
She got separated from Drake, but from across the room Vicky caught her husband’s eye. He winked. She knew no matter how long they were married, or what might change in their lives, he’d always give her the spice she craved.
The End
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by Lacy Danes
I pinch the key card between my fingers and thumb. I inhale deep. You can do it. I slide the thin plastic into the lock on the large mahogany hotel room door. Staring at the little light, I count “One… two… three… four.” The tone flashes green and the door clicks. I let my breath out and close my eyes as I reach out my other hand to the handle.
“My Christmas present,” you said.
Clutching the brass doorknob, I push down and the door clicks open.
“A fantasy come true.” The words ring in my mind in your deep penetrating voice.
I am wearing my best pink panties, thigh high stockings, and bra beneath my warm winter coat. I step into a room made of luxury. The white marble floors glimmer, reflecting the only light in the room, a fire that burns in the fireplace. I step further in, and the door closes with a click…
The sound echoes in my mind. I am here. There is no turning back.
I have no idea what fantasy you have chosen to make true for me. All I know is that this is why I so adore you. You are truly the love of my life. The hairs on my arms tingle as I remember other fantasies—both yours and mine—that we have made come to life.
“Take off your coat.” Your deep voice washes me in heat.
I set down my bag and unbutton the front of my jacket, letting it fall to the floor before I turn to you.
“Very nice.” The curve of your lips quirks up.
I stand in the entry to the room and glance around. There is a large bed in the center of the room before the fire and on the far end a white pedestal tub. You sit on a small stool in between the two. The fireplace flickers, and your skin glows in a red tinge. Handsome devil.
“Walk to the bed and take out the items I requested you bring.”
I pick up my black duffle bag, pushing my bottom out toward you, then turn and walk. With each step, my heels click on the marble floor. I stop at the edge of the bed. From here I can see your blue eyes, and you lean forward and place your elbows on your knees, your hands on your chin. Observing me.
I hold in a smile, and my muscles relax. I am so happy to see you. I set my bag on the bed and pull the zipper open. Reaching inside, I pull out the black leather hog tie. I place it on the bed and smile. Then I pull out a blindfold, leather cuffs for my wrists and ankles, and my favorite vibrator.
“Good girl. Sit on the edge of the bed.”
I turn around and sit. The soft micro-suede cover coolly caresses the bare skin between the top of my stockings and my underwear. My core is already steaming in anticipation of your surprise.
You step up in front of me and lean in. The scent of you, a mix of Duc de Vervins and arousal makes me tremble. Your lips brush mine soft, tender. I return the brush and sigh.
Your fingers trail along the strap of my bra. “Take off you underwear and bra.” The scent of coffee hangs on your breath. The scent I associate with you, as you drink more coffee than anyone I know. You step back, letting the always warm air between us cool.
I slowly lower my straps down, then reach around and unhook the clasp. I take the bra and lay it on the bed with the other items. Grabbing the left hip of my undies, I lower the thin fabric strap, lifting my bottom at the same time and arching my hips towards you.
“Lovely. There will be plenty of pleasure tonight. No need to worry.” You lean over and pick up the blindfold. You hold the black strap of leather above my eyes. “Ready for the magic to begin?”
“Yes.” My tongue slides out and touches my lips. I trust you implicitly. In the four years we have known each other, you have never once done anything to betray my trust or endanger me.
The blindfold lowers over my eyes. Thick leather and soft silk rest against my cheeks. The soft fabric bunches in all the places that light could possibly get through. I am in the dark and can now only hear, taste, smell, and feel.
“Don’t move.” You step away from me, and the air rushes by me.
I hold still. The only thing moving is my chest as I breathe in and out. I hear a door click open. Then close. Foot falls sound on the floor. Yet I sit so very still. What did you go get? Did you open the closet door? Or the door to the hall? Cloth rustles off to my right and then nothing. Silence…
I know this is part of the play. Heightening my senses. Tricking my mind. I love it. My heart beats wildly in anticipation. We have played the blindfold game before, but something about this night is different as we have always done this sort of thing at home.
A light touch grazes the inside of my right knee and presses, sliding my legs apart. A whirrrr echoes in the room.
My heart jumps once more. The vibrator. I relax. Pleasure is on the way.
The curved pointy edge gently plays with the lips of my cunt. A moan bursts from my lips, and I thrust my hips towards you, wanting a harder pressure against my clit. You oblige.
The vibration cycles through me, and my hips spread farther. Wetness leaks down my opening and onto the coverlet below me.
Your hand presses to my shoulder and urges me back down on the bed.
I comply, shifting my hips and spreading my legs farther apart so the vibrator has direct access to my sensitive flesh. I relax into the plush mattress. The vibrator continues to whizz on my cunt, and your hand moves lower slipping from my shoulder down my collarbone then gently circles the round swell of my breast.
Tingles shoot from my breast to my cunt, and I arch my hips towards you. Oh, that is amazing. Your fingers continue to weigh my breast and fingers pinch my other nipple. Oh! Those were nails! Pain spikes down my body. I arch and moan deep.
The nails circle my nipple twisting the hard point between the tips.
“Oh!” You are not alone. Three hands caress me, and I have no idea if they are even yours.
No one speaks. Concentrating hard, I can make out three distinct breaths in the room.
Another hand slides down my body to the small patch of hair I have just above my clit. There is a pinch and then a pull of my hairs. My pussy quivers, and I bite my lip. Oh, yes. I love that sensation.
“Open your mouth, sweet.” Your voice comes to the left of my head. I open my lips, and my jaw follows. I leave my lips open in the shape of an O.
The bed depresses, and your scent overcomes me as you lay down. Your stomach by my face. Legs down my left side. Your hands grip my hair. The other hands continue their tasks. “Ready to take it, Brianna?”
I nod my head. Not moving my lips and obeying you explicitly.
The hot tip of your cock touches to my open mouth. I want this. I want to please you and know that in doing so…I please me. My tongue slides out, and saliva pools heavy under my tongue.
You press slowly in. A mix of salty sweat and the tang of arousal fills my mouth.
I love the taste of you. I lick and flick my tongue on each inch you give to me. My hands, still free from any of the restraints I brought with me, tremble as I hold them still. I know you will tell me when I can touch. If I will be permitted to touch at all this night. I am slightly surprised you have not bound me yet as it is one of your favorite things to do to me.
Your hips thrust forward in a slow steady pulse. In my mind, I see your butt clenching, and I so want to touch you.
The vibrator between my legs clicks off and the touch that was in my tuft of hair slips lower into my slickness. The finger is smaller than yours with longer fingernail. A woman. There is no doubt in my mind.
The other person steps between my legs. The brush of coarse male hairs tickles the insides of my thighs. A couple perhaps?
I hear foil tear and the crinkling sound of a rubber rolling on. I continue to focus on you and you continue to slowly fuck my mouth. Your cock gently pops over my lips. Not going deep. Simply teasing yourself. The man’s cock between my legs slides easily into my cunt, stretching my over-sensitized flesh.
I jerk slightly, and your hand tightens in my hair.
He is just as wide as you are, and I tremble. I have always fantasized about doing something exactly like this. You know full well my fantasy. My tongue flutters faster as you continue to slip in and out of my mouth. This is what makes us special. This play we do. Never in my life have I given myself over so implicitly to a man. Yet I know you will always take care of me.
The other man grasps my hips, lifting me slightly, and he pulls his cock out of me. I squirm, feeling open naked and exposed. This is so exhilarating. You know I have an exhibitionist streak and not seeing the expressions on these people faces as they gaze at me is agony.
The woman’s hand gently touches the round swell of my bottom, and then she drags her nails around the curve and into the crack of my ass. A slick finger presses to my butt hole, and with little resistance, slips in. Oh, yes. I groan and push my bottom towards the hand. The finger slips farther in and then pumps in and out of me at an alternating pace.
I adore anal, and my body explodes in sensation once more. An orgasm surprises me, pulsing my cunt and jerking my body. You pull out of my mouth. Your hand still in my hair you twist it pulling my strands taut in your grip. “Tisk, tisk.”
I was not supposed to come, and your warning washes through me. I frown, but know you won’t stop. You have planned this to the letter and me coming without you saying to will not stop this. Thank God.
A cold object presses to my bottom and slowly my anus stretches. My skin blooms wide around the bulbous shape and then descends slightly, resting on a wide shaft. The object is then pressed up inside of me. My muscles spark hot and tickle cold.
I shake as bit by bit the dildo slips up into my anus. A wide round end snugly fits to the flesh of my bottom, pushing my cheeks wide.
A cool leather strap wraps about my thigh and tightens and another about the other thigh. The plug or dildo is securely fastened in side of me.
The man between my legs reenters my cunt, and my legs jerk. He hisses out a breath. Oh I am full. So full. The pressure is delightful. I pull my head slightly against your grip in my hair. Wanting more from you. Wanting reassurance. One of your hands slips down and rests on my shoulder. Your fingers slip under me and roll me. The man simultaneously lies down next to me, not slipping from my cunt.
Grabbing my thigh he pulls my leg up over his hip and continues with deep strokes that massage the inner wall of my cunt. My muscles tighten and pleasure spikes to my toes. Lights flash behind my eyelids. I will come again and soon. More wetness squirts from me, and with each press into my cunt, I can hear his vigor.
The woman lies down behind me. Her petite curves and strong muscular legs grind against my back. Small breasts press to my shoulder blade and then vanish. Fingernails press to my knee and then rake up the top of my thigh. The trail burns as if branded. The sensation is electric. The hairs on my arms stand on end, and I moan deep.
Your fingers trail over my cheek, calling my attention back to you.
She parts her leg over my hip and then pushes down the plug in my bottom moves and the woman groans behind me. She pulls her hips up and then down again. The dildo has to be the kind that is double ended. As she rides the cock at my back the one lodged deep with in me rocks sways and trembles with her. The man at my front has not stopped his fucking and you…you keep your fist tightly on my hair. Reminding me you are in control.
The woman’s fingers undo the straps of the plug fitted securely inside me. A slight tug pulls the dildo but does not dislodge it. She moves and shifts and rubs against me all the while the dildo inside me moves the same. A remarkable and erotic friction I have never known. Oh,my!
She pulls her hips back and the dildo pulls out of me. She has strapped herself to the harness. She will fuck me. My breath comes quick and I swallow hard. Heat busts to my face. With alternating thrusts from the man in the front she slowly moves within me. Pleasure so strong rushes up my body. My nipples harden painfully. I jerk, my body arching first forward, and then back.
You lean down. Your tongue traces my lips. “So good, sweet. You are so good for me. Now kiss me. And come.”
My body knowing those words shatters. My cunt erupts, and I squirt liquid in a gush on the man fucking me. I cry out and whimper as my muscles continue to contract on the hard cocks slipping in and out of me.
Your lips come down in a harsh kiss. Your teeth nip my lower lip and then trace the pucker with your tongue. I press up hungrily wanting you…wanting you to take me, to fuck me into oblivion. I love you so much, and this, this play is a part of who we are.
The man’s body jerks, and he hisses as his cock throbs deep inside me. The woman abruptly stops and slowly pulls out of me. You continue to kiss me softly, tenderly. The bed depresses and then lightens. There is a rustling of fabric. A door opens and then clicks. You lie down beside me, and your fingers tug the blindfold up and off my head. I blink.
Your intense blue eyes stare into mine and you smile. “I love you, sweet, and vow to make all your fantasies come true. Even those that are a bit odd.” You wink at me.
“Mine? Odd?” I grin up at you, “You are one dirty old man.”
“Indeed I am. You love me for it.” Your hand tugs into my hair again.
“Yes.” My hands reach up and slide into your thick black hair. “Yes, I do.”
You part my legs and slip your hard cock inside my cunt. I groan. We fit together so very well in all ways, and this night has truly just begun. Happiness glitters in your eyes and slowly your lips press to mine and pull back.
“We are not simply lovers, sweet. We are partners and friends.”
I kiss you back, knowing we will prove this to each other over and over for the rest of our lives.
The End
By Katie Allen
“Santa? Fuck that.”
Melanie sighed. She’d expected this reaction. It would’ve been easier to ask Alexander Brooks to dress up like Satan—more fitting, too. “But you’re our last hope. Please, Xan?”
His scowl darkened to near pre-dentist-appointment levels. “Pick someone else.”
“There isn’t anyone else,” she told him. “George always does it, but he’s still in the hospital. Mike, Daphne’s husband, was going to take his place, but he’s stuck in St. Paul. All the flights are cancelled because of the snow.”
“Then George is already there. Tell him to go down a couple floors, say a few ho’s, and go back to bed.”
Melanie stared at him. “George just had a heart attack.”
“A mild one,” he grumbled, although he dropped his gaze.
“George is out,” she said firmly. “Come on, Xan. It’ll be a half-hour out of your life, and then you’re free to continue your beard- and belly-free existence. It’s for kids. Sick kids.” She waited a second and then added, “Really, really sick kids.”
Crossing his arms over his chest, Xan leaned his shoulders against the wall. Melanie wished he wouldn’t do that. It brought out the definition in his arms, making her even more aware of how disgustingly hot he really was.
“Can’t you hire someone who does this professionally?” He grimaced. “Some guy who likes all this Christmas shit?”
Christmas shit? She almost laughed at that. “There’s no time. The party’s tomorrow night, and all the Santa possibilities are already booked. It’s prime professional Santa time, and I wasn’t kidding when I said you’re our last hope.”
“Why can’t you do it?”
“Well, for one, the kids don’t need to be confused by Santa in drag,” she said. “Plus, I’m too short.”
His eyes flicked down her body, and she felt a flush of heat rise beneath her skin. “Yeah,” he agreed grudgingly. “You’re more elf-sized.”
Melanie drew herself up to her full five-feet-and-one-inch height. “A tall elf, maybe,” she protested.
His scowl wavered, as if a smile was fighting to escape. “I don’t look like fucking Santa.”
Pressing back a triumphant grin, Melanie knew she had him. “You think?” she teased, giving his hard stomach a poke. “This is pretty close to a bowlful of jelly.” He growled, and she laughed. “Don’t worry. Daphne has the suit and beard and padding and everything. She’ll get you all white-haired and chubby.”
“Fuck,” he groaned, but Melanie could hear the resignation in his voice.
“So you’ll do it?” she asked.
He scowled at her for a few seconds before letting his arms fall to his sides in defeat. He gave her a grudging nod.
Unable to hold back a bounce of excitement, she threw her arms around him. “Thank you! You’re the best!” She’d meant for it to be a quick hug, but his arms wrapped around her, tucking her against the muscled body she’d been lusting after since she started working for him six months before. A broad hand slid down her back, leaving a trail of heat behind it. Melanie pulled back before she did something embarrassing, like ripping off his paint-smudged clothes and having her way with him.
“Um…so.” She wasn’t able to meet his eyes and instead focused on a smear of burnt umber decorating his t-shirt. “I’d better call my sister and let her know the crisis has been averted.” She turned toward the door that led to her office.
“Wait.” His voice stopped her and Melanie looked over her shoulder at him. “If I have to be fucking Santa, then you have to be there, too.”
“Of course.” She grinned. “Do you think I’d miss seeing this?”
He was smiling a little and Melanie felt suddenly uneasy. “You have to dress up like an elf,” he said.
Her smile dropped away. “You’re kidding, right?”
Shaking his head and grinning in earnest, Xan said, “Nope.”
“But…”
His mouth set in a stubborn line. “No elf, no Santa.”
Melanie stared at him, still not quite believing he was serious.
“Do it for the kids,” he told her, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips. “The really, really sick kids.”
He meant it. Xan wanted her to dress up in an elf suit. Melanie groaned and headed for her office door.
“So you’ll do it?” Xan called after her.
“Yes,” she snapped as she began pulling the door closed behind her. Melanie stopped and popped her head back into his studio. “You know, I’d never thought Santa could be such an ass.”
His laughter drifted through the door as she yanked it closed, hard enough to thump against the doorjamb.
*****
“He’s going to do it?”
Melanie winced and moved the phone away when Daphne’s excited shriek pierced her eardrum. “Yes, but there’s a catch,” she said, returning the phone to her ear.
“A catch? What kind of catch? Is he allergic to fake beard hair?”
“No,” Melanie said and then paused. “At least as far as I know. The catch is that he won’t do it unless I’m there.”
“Oh.” Daphne sounded relieved. “Well, that’s okay then. You were going to be there anyway.”
With a sigh, Melanie added, “Dressed like an elf.”
There was a brief silence, and then Daphne burst into laughter. “Oh Lord,” she wheezed as she tried to get her mirth under control. “That’s perfect. I didn’t realize your temperamental artist had such a good sense of humor.”
“He’s not temperamental as much as…crabby,” Melanie corrected. “And he’s not mine. And it’s not funny. Where am I supposed to get an elf suit by tomorrow night?”
Still giggling, Daphne told her, “Don’t worry about that. I have something I wore a few years ago to surprise Mike on Christmas Eve, so I’ve got you covered. Not very well covered, but beggar elves can’t be chooser elves.”
“What does that mean?” Melanie asked suspiciously. “Are you going to turn me into a slutty elf?”
“You’ll see,” Daphne chuckled. “I’ll bring it over to the studio tonight along with the Santa suit so both of you can try on your costumes. Wait ’til you see it. This elf outfit will definitely make your boss sit up and take notice.”
A hot flush rose in Melanie’s cheeks. She was grateful her sister wasn’t there to see it and mock her mercilessly. “I don’t want…” She trailed off, not able to even say it, since it was such a bald-faced lie.
“Don’t even start,” Daphne told her. “All you’ve been able to talk about for the past six months is this guy’s gorgeous eyes and body and face and ass—”
“I never said anything about his ass!” she protested, glancing uneasily at the door to the studio. It was closed, but who knew what Xan could hear from the other room?
“You’re totally in lust with him,” Daphne continued, running right over her sister’s interruption.
Fanning her face, which now felt like it was on fire, Melanie said, “I appreciate that he’s aesthetically pleasing, that’s all.”
Daphne’s snort held a world of disbelief.
“Okay,” Melanie conceded. “He’s hot. I admit that. He’s not interested, though, so it’s pointless.”
“Is he gay?”
“No,” Melanie sighed. “Just because a guy isn’t interested in me doesn’t mean he’s gay.”
With a skeptical grunt, Daphne said, “Any guy who doesn’t want you is either gay or nuts.”
“Thank you, darling sister.”
“He’ll reconsider after he sees you in this slutty-elf costume.”
Melanie’s fond smile fell away and she closed her eyes. “Kill me now, please.”
*****
Xan was an incredibly hot Santa.
Despite the padding, he was still the sexiest thing in a red suit. The white trim on his hat actually made his eyes appear even darker—almost black—and brought out his smoky sweep of lashes. Melanie swallowed and smoothed down her skirt.
There wasn’t much to smooth down. The white faux-fur trim ended at mid-thigh, leaving an excessive amount of red-and-white-striped tights showing. The dress wasn’t much better up top. No matter how much she tugged, there was still cleavage showing above the plush red fabric.
There’s probably more fabric in my hat than in this dress, she thought glumly, shifting in her heels—red, patent-leather Mary Janes, also supplied by an annoyingly amused Daphne, who’d stopped by the studio as promised, costumes in hand.
“You two look great,” Daphne announced, startling Melanie out of her thoughts. “Except you, Santa, need to smile. You’ll scare the kids.”
“Smiling was not part of the deal,” grumbled Xan.
“You agreed to play Santa,” Melanie corrected. “Santa smiles. A lot.”
He bared his teeth at them.
Melanie sighed. “Now that’s just scary.”
Daphne snorted a laugh. “I’d better run. Becky’ll be dropping the kids off at home soon. I’m working at the hospital tomorrow afternoon, so come to my office around five and I’ll help you get all suited up. Everything fit?”
“No,” Melanie told her, tugging at her dress again.
“Yes it does.” Daphne didn’t even look at her. “I was talking to Santa. You good?”
“I guess.” His long-suffering expression made Melanie forget her elf-costume woes as she bit back a smile. “Aren’t I supposed to have a beard?” Xan asked.
“Yep.” Daphne nodded. “And a white wig and bushy white eyebrows. I didn’t have you try those on tonight, since they’re all pretty much one-size-fits-all. I’ll bring everything with me tomorrow.” She pulled open the door. “In the meantime, Santa—practice smiling.” She put on a fake grin and pointed a finger at her mouth. “It’s not hard—see?”
Xan just growled, and she laughed. “See you!”
The door closed behind her with a thump and Melanie shot a look at Xan’s sulky face. “So how badly did you want to flip my sister off just now?”
“You can’t even imagine,” he grumbled, although the humor was back in his expression. He plopped down in the battered armchair tucked against the wall. Normally, he sat on a stool to paint but Xan insisted on having the armchair for when he needed a more comfortable place to sit. Every so often, Melanie would arrive at work to find him sleeping in that chair. Those days, he was extra crabby.
“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” he groaned.
“You? What about me?” she gestured at her scantily clad body. “I’m going to be walking around a hospital in this, looking like an elf with low self-esteem.”
He laughed, tugging at his fur-lined collar. “This suit is not lounge-wear, that’s for sure. This thing is choking me.”
“Here.” She bent over and pushed his hands away. “You’re going to pop a button off, and then Daphne will yell at you. Let me get it.” Melanie pushed the button through the hole, opening his collar. “There.”
“Thank you.”
Leaning over as she was, their faces were very close together. Melanie cleared her throat. “This is really nice of you to do this,” she told him sincerely. “Thank you.”
“Seeing you in this elf suit is thanks enough,” he said, his lips curling up at the corners. His gaze was focused on something below her face. Glancing down, Melanie saw that her bent-over position was giving Xan a great view of her bra-less cleavage. She straightened and slapped a hand over her neckline.
“Um…thanks?” she said, feeling suddenly awkward. “I’ll be glad to get it off—I mean, to change into my regular clothes.”
“I like it,” Xan told her, reaching out to catch a fold of her skirt beneath his fingers. “It puts me in the holiday spirit.” His voice was rough and growly, and the sound warmed her lower belly, melting her insides.
Bad idea, Mel, her practical side told her turned-on side firmly. He’s your boss! She cleared her throat. “I should…um, help you out of your suit.”
His grin was wolfish. “Sounds fun. Can I ask you to do something first?”
“I don’t know.” Her heart was pounding, but Melanie wasn’t sure if it was from apprehension or excitement. “Last time you asked me to do something, I ended up wearing an elf costume.”
“This is just a tiny thing.”
She didn’t believe him for a second but her curiosity won out. “Fine. What?”
“Sit on my lap.” He patted his knee. “Tell me what you want for Christmas.”
Melanie swallowed. “Sit on your lap?” she parroted, flushing when her voice came out high-pitched and nervous.
Giving her a tug on her skirt, he held his smile, although his eyes were dark and intense and so, so hot. He didn’t say anything else but just drew her in with his magnetic gaze and a gentle pull on her skirt. Before she even realized what she was doing, she’d stepped closer and settled gingerly on Xan’s knee.
“There’s not much room left with that belly,” she teased nervously, giving the padding at his middle a poke.
“There’s plenty of room. You’re tiny.” He lifted and turned her so she was sitting sideways across his lap, her feet hanging over the arm of the chair. “There.”
“What’s this about?” she asked suspiciously.
“What do you mean?” His eyes held a devilish gleam. “Isn’t this what Santa does? Invite sexy elves onto his lap?”
Her stomach fluttered at the compliment but Melanie forced a frown. “Sexy? You’ve never even looked at me twice before.”
“I’ve looked at you,” he corrected, his hand settling on her thigh right above her knee. “All the time. I can’t stop looking at you.”
“Really?” Catching the flattered note in her tone, she tried to squash it and keep her voice sounding neutral. “I’ve never noticed.”
“That’s because I didn’t want anything to happen between us.”
Melanie blinked and tried to slide off his lap. When he caught her hip, holding her in place, she met his eyes. “What are you doing?” she demanded, annoyed how he’d so easily gotten her on his lap when he obviously felt so little for her. “Why are you messing with me?”
His hand above her knee traced soothing circles. “I’ve been trying to keep my hands off you since your first day. Seeing you in this,” his gaze followed the line of her body, “ruined all my good intentions.”
“Good intentions?”
“You’re the best assistant I’ve ever had,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to fuck that up.”
A giggle escaped. “Literally.”
He smiled back. “Exactly.”
“So what’s changed?”
His hand slid a tiny bit higher on her thigh. “You’re hotter than hell in those suits you wear but tonight…” He shook his head, blowing out a hard breath. “I think you blew a circuit in my brain when I saw you in this dress. All my willpower’s just…gone.”
“Really?” This time, the word came out in a purr.
He nodded, his eyes narrow and hot. “Yeah. So tell me, what do you want for Christmas, little elf?”
She wiggled a little in excitement. Although Melanie still couldn’t really believe this was actually happening, she didn’t want to mess up this opportunity. She stretched up toward his ear, and he bent his head closer to her.
“What I would like for Christmas,” she murmured in his ear, “is a kiss from Santa.” Moving nearer until her lips brushed his earlobe, she added, “Too bad I’m not getting a present this year, since I’m on the naughty list.” Melanie felt him shiver but wasn’t sure whether it was caused by the touch of her lips or her words.
“Lucky for you,” Xan told her, his voice gravelly, “I have a special bag of gifts for naughty little elves.”
A hot rush of moisture dampened her thighs at his words. “So I get my present?”
In answer, his hand left her hip and cupped the back of her head, holding her still as his mouth descended. Just the light contact of his lips drew a moan from her. It was even better than she’d imagined—he was even better. All those daydreams about him hadn’t even come close to the amazing reality of his mouth on hers.
Xan deepened the kiss, and her world exploded with heat. As his tongue invaded her mouth, she struggled to get closer, twisting around until she straddled his lap. His hands slid beneath her skirt to cup her ass, kneading the cheeks firmly enough to draw a shiver from her.
She gripped his head with both hands, her fingers burrowing through his hair, those closely trimmed locks she’d teased him were too short for any self-respecting artist. Now the strands felt perfect—long enough to grip and gently tug, long enough to hold onto as she pressed even harder into the kiss.
His teeth nipped at her bottom lip, and she gasped at the pleasurable sting. As wonderful as the pressure of his mouth was, it wasn’t enough. Melanie tugged at his coat, needing the unyielding planes of his chest beneath her hands.
“Don’t rip it,” he warned her, his voice husky. “Your sister is scary.”
Right. Daphne’s wrath. Melanie pulled away from the kiss and slid off Xan’s lap.
“Wait,” he protested.
She smiled, a slow, sexy curve of her lips. “Just getting you out of your coat, Santa.” Bending over to give him a good view down her low-cut neckline, Melanie unbuckled the black belt circling his enhanced waist and pulled it free, tossing it behind her without taking her eyes away from Xan. She flicked each button through its hole until the coat hung open and his eyes were hot enough to singe the faux fur rimming her dress.
“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he groaned, yanking his arms from the sleeves and throwing the coat behind him. His suspenders were next, and she took her time, easing the elastic over his shoulders and down his arms, coasting her fingers over the hard lines beneath the fabric of his shirt. She reached for his top button but Xan caught her hands.
“Your turn.” The words were a thick growl, and Melanie thrilled at the need in his voice. “Take something off.”
She straightened, trying to think. There wasn’t much for her to take off and she wasn’t ready to be completely naked when he was still covered up from neck to toe. Turning her back to Xan, she hooked a finger in either side of the waistband of her tights and slowly pulled them down. She bent at the waist as she slid the fabric over her knees and down her calves, knowing the position would make her skirt creep up the back of her thighs, exposing almost the full length of her legs to him.
Melanie heard the catch in his breathing as she unbuckled her shoes, pulling her feet free, one at a time, of both the tights and shoes. The tile floor was cool against her bare soles, but every other part of her body was almost unbearably hot. The plush fabric of her skirt brushed against her ass cheeks, exposed by her thong. The teasing touch of the skirt sensitized her skin, making her even more desperate for Xan’s hands on her.
Turning back to Xan, she asked, “May I take your shirt off now?”
He slowly nodded. Sitting in the armchair, half-undressed as he was, he looked like some gorgeous, debauched king. Melanie returned to straddle his lap as she unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his sculpted chest, lightly furred and irresistible. She had to touch him. Her fingers slid over the flexed muscles beneath his skin, strumming the rise of each ridge of his abs before tracing invisible lines back to his chest.
Finding his nipples, she played and tugged until he groaned, the sound vibrating beneath her hands. She needed more. His body was addictive. She wanted to touch and taste every inch of him. Ducking her head, she teased one of the rigid peaks with her tongue.
“Fuck,” Xan hissed, his hands finding the bare cheeks of her ass and squeezing—hard. She moaned in response, pushing into his grip as her lips closed around one of his nipples. His hand lifted, and his palm smacked down on her ass. Although it didn’t really hurt, it startled her enough to bring her head up and meet his eyes.
“Out of that dress,” he ordered, and her entire body flushed with need.
“Only if you get out of those pants,” she shot back, and he grinned, but it was more of a wicked, feral showing of his teeth than any expression of amusement.
“It’s a deal,” he rasped. “Boots first.” He held one out, and she grasped it, bending over and shimmying a little more than necessary to pull off his boot. For his other foot, Melanie turned her back to him, straddling his leg and grasping his boot. Arching her back, she pushed her ass up and out as she tugged the boot free. His hungry growl behind her made her smile.
“Dress,” he demanded.
Reaching between her shoulder blades, Melanie grasped the zipper tab and pulled. Turning to face Xan, she hesitated for a moment, but the intensity and heat of his gaze gave her courage. Tugging the dress down, she shimmied and the dress crumpled around her feet. Naked except for her thong, she stepped out of the pool of fabric.
With a hungry sound, Xan surged out of the chair and caught her against him, his mouth coming down hard on hers. After a start of surprise, she melted into the kiss, tossing her arms around his neck. His mouth moved to her neck and she let her head drop back, allowing him access. Dropping to his knees, Xan flicked one stiff nipple with his tongue.
Melanie jerked against him as a line of fire ran straight from the tip of her breast to her pussy. He licked the straining nipple again and then closed his lips around it, sucking strongly and forcing a gasp from her. Her fingers worked against his skull as he teased the nub to a desperate point and then pinched it between his teeth.
“Xan!” she cried out, and his mouth gentled, soothing her breast with light licks and brushes of his lips. He switched to her other nipple, and she whimpered as her knees wavered beneath her. His mouth trailed down to her belly, his tongue diving into her bellybutton as his fingers caught the sides of her thong. He dragged her underwear down around her thighs, tugging until her last bit of clothing dropped around her ankles.
Being naked didn’t bother her, since Xan’s lips were teasing her thigh. She tried to widen her stance but the thong hobbled her. Impatiently, she kicked away the tiny piece of fabric and spread her legs. Gripping her thighs with strong fingers, he rewarded her with the flick of his tongue against her clit. Melanie shuddered as hot moisture slid from her pussy.
“Please,” she whimpered.
With a guttural sound, he surged to his feet, yanking his pants and boxer briefs down. She helped him eagerly, crouching to shove his clothes around his ankles. Xan stepped free as he pulled his arms from the shirt and let it drop.
Melanie looked up at him, awed by how beautiful he was. His cock was thick and stiff and gorgeous, and her mouth watered just looking at it. Before she had a chance to taste him, Xan reached down and helped her stand. Cupping her face in his hands, he kissed her sweetly.
“You’re amazing,” he rasped as he pulled away, not giving her a chance to respond before his lips took hers again in a short, hard kiss. “Wait here.”
He strode over to his box of supplies and dug through it, knocking several tubes of acrylic paint to the floor before pulling out a foil packet.
“You have condoms in with your paints?” she asked, bemused.
Xan ripped open the wrapper and shrugged. “I knew I couldn’t resist you much longer,” he admitted, rolling the condom over his erection.
“But with your paints?”
He laughed and grabbed her hand, pulling her against him. The feel of his naked body made her shiver despite the heat that pulsed like a fever beneath her skin. Palming her ass with both hands, Xan lifted her until their faces were level. The way he was looking at her made Melanie catch her breath. She didn’t think anyone had ever stared at her with such intensity and focus before. It was as if she was the only person in the world who existed to Xan.
Then he kissed her, and everything else disappeared in flood of desperate need. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she clutched his head, kissing him back with everything inside her. He turned and pressed her against the wall. The cool touch of the painted wall against her back intensified the heat of his body.
Without breaking the kiss, Xan bent his knees and drove his cock into her. She cried out against his mouth, loving the amazing feeling of fullness after months of empty longing.
“Okay?” he asked, going still.
Her legs tightened around him. “Better than okay,” she gasped and his eyes flared with desire. Xan pulled almost free and then slammed in again, even deeper than the first time. Over and over, he plunged his cock into her body as she gripped him with her arms and legs and pussy, trying to hold him inside her at the same time she craved the addictive friction of his thrusts.
His fingers gripped her thigh and even that pressure added to the ecstasy of the moment. His cock pounded into her, harder and faster, driving her higher and higher until her climax crashed over her and she screamed, every muscle in her body taut, her hands scrabbling for purchase on Xan’s slick skin. She pressed her face into his corded neck as the ripples of pleasure shivered through her body and multicolored lights exploded behind her squeezed-shut eyelids.
With a final thrust, Xan buried his cock deep inside her and shuddered with his own orgasm, his hands tightening in a way that should’ve hurt but instead set Melanie off again in a series of delicious aftershocks.
Locked together, they leaned against the wall, drifting in the final blissful strands of pleasure. Xan dropped a kiss on her shoulder, and she smiled.
“No wonder everyone loves Santa Claus,” she murmured and felt his chest vibrate with laughter.
*****
Daphne poked her head into her office and cocked her head. “Where’s Santa? And why do you look like someone just killed your pet bunny?”
“He’s on his way and because Santa’s a dick.”
Daphne quickly stifled her laugh. “Can’t wait to hear all about it. Just let me finish up a couple things and I’ll be back.”
Melanie just gave her sister a half-hearted wave, unable to dredge up a smile. That morning, she’d almost skipped into work, so excited to see Xan again. Instead of a smile or a hug or even a “hello”, he’d snapped at her to get out of his studio. She’d retreated to her office to mope and call herself an idiot for believing one night of sex would change everything. She’d even composed a resignation letter but ended up putting it through the shredder before she could throw it into the asshole’s face. Despite her dickhead boss, Melanie really did love her job.
“Hey.” Xan came in, closing Daphne’s office door behind him. “Where’s your sister?” He tossed the Santa suit over the back of the desk chair.
“Oh, you’re talking to me now?” Melanie snipped, disappointed she didn’t have any better cutting remark than that.
“Yeah, about that…” Xan raked his fingers through his hair, actually looking a little embarrassed. “I was doing something.”
She gave him a withering look before turning away without saying anything.
“Making something, actually,” he clarified.
Melanie shrugged. “Whatever.”
“A Christmas present.”
That caught her attention and she turned her head. He was indeed holding a gift, wrapped in red and green paper with a really lopsided bow stuck on the top.
“For my favorite elf.”
She shoved down a surge of excitement. “You were really rude.”
“Yeah.” He frowned at the bow and tried to straighten it. “Sorry about that. I didn’t have much time.”
“I figured it was your subtle way of telling me last night was a mistake,” she admitted. Unable to meet his eyes, she focused on the pathetic bow.
“Of course not!” He reached over, tilting her chin up so she had to look at him. “Last night was incredible. And when have I ever been subtle? If it’d been a mistake, I would’ve just said so.”
Relief began to seep into Melanie, loosening the tight knot in her stomach. “Actually, I was being sarcastic about the ‘subtle’ part but never mind that. Give me my present.”
He held it out, as awkward as she’d ever seen him. When she tried to take it from him, he didn’t let go. “Remember I only had a day for this, so don’t be too judge-y.”
“I’m never judge-y,” she retorted and then pretended not to hear his snort of disbelief. He released his grip on the gift and she tore the paper off, revealing the back of a stretched canvas. Turning it over in suddenly shaky hands, Melanie looked down at a painting of herself, dressed like a sexy elf, looking over her shoulder and laughing.
She swallowed, feeling sudden tears prickle behind her eyes. “You made me look so…beautiful.”
Xan took a step closer. “I didn’t make you anything. You are beautiful.”
“Thank you, Xan,” she told him, tearing her eyes away from the painting. “I love it.”
He grinned. “I’m not such a bad Santa after all, huh?”
“Well…” she teased, letting out a shriek of laughter as he snatched her off her feet and kissed her. When she could breathe again, she admitted, “You’re the best Santa ever.”
The End
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By Raine Weaver
Calvary Marsh was prepared for just about anything. Bible-thumping, snake-handling, fire and brimstone—anything. So was the rest of the congregation. If they were really lucky, Reverend Tiller would swill strychnine poison from his chalice to prove his worth again. It wasn’t exactly high drama, but it was the only explanation for the church being so full this night.
After all, what else was there to do in Meridia, West Virginia on the eve of a New Year?
“You’re fidgety tonight, Callie.”
“I know.” She hung her head at her aunt’s whispered words. “But it’s very warm in here.”
“If you want to fit into this community, these observances are important. And if you decide to take over at the store one day, you’ll want people to be comfortable with you.” Her companion’s pale blue eyes crinkled at the corners. “Then again, you could always just be yourself. A dash of lipstick and showing a little leg wouldn’t hurt. There’s nothing wrong with being pretty, child.”
Calvary could argue that point, but this wasn’t the time. “There’s nobody in this town I want to impress. And isn’t it awfully warm in here?”
Covertly closing the romance novel she’d stashed in her purse, Callie joined the league of menopausal women in reaching for one of the local funeral home fans. You’d never know it was winter. The church’s forced-air system had two settings—blast furnace and off—and the heat was so intense her damp underwire was carving a welt beneath her breast.
And as much as she adored her Aunt Rita, she’d had about enough of this particular hell.
This holiday held no glamour for her. She’d done the party-hopping thing in Los Angeles, sucked faces as the ball dropped in Times Square. It was last New Year’s Eve that had nearly done her, that had sent her scrambling back here to this safe haven. Waking up in Chicago, stark naked in the apartment of a strange man with chunks of missing memories would do that to a body. No more designer clothes, fancy cars, or substance abuse for her. The simplicity of Rita’s mountain shack was nearly all the heaven Callie needed.
Purgatory, however, apparently still lived and breathed in West Virginia. While the ceiling’s oak beams seemed to waver in the waves of intense heat, huge flakes of shadowy snow drifted beyond the stained-glass windows. Reverend Tiller frowned on anyone disrupting his sermons, but the thought of clean, cold air was a temptation she couldn’t resist.
“Aunt Rita?” Callie tucked her novel away, nudging the shoulder beside her. “I’m gonna step outside for a cool breath. I feel like I’m suffocating in here.” A quick glance at the cane propped against her aunt’s knee was enough to induce guilt. Fortunately, she was in the right place for it. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back well before the stroke of midnight, and—”
“Calvary?” Her aunt turned sharply away. With one hand at her throat, she used the other to hold Callie’s arm in a death-grip. “Oh my God, Callie, are you seeing this?”
Calvary sighed and swiveled to look, expecting another elaborate Sunday-go-to-meeting hat. It was a standard competition between the ladies of the church, seeing who could come up with the most outrageous bonnet. In the year since she’d arrived she’d seen everything from emu feathers to tie-dyed sheep shearings.
This, however, was not about a hat.
What was making its way down this particular aisle at this particular time had no damn business in a church. No business at all.
He walked through the center of the New Jericho Church with a confident swagger, his head held high, as if he owned the place. Six-feet- three inches of broad-shoulders bore a gray frock coat down the aisle, drawing the attention of every woman in the sanctuary.
Callie gawked in astonishment, watching every determined step he took toward the pulpit. The guy was a magnificent piece of work. He had the kind of short, trim beard that she loved on a rugged jaw, a perfect complement to the shaggy black hair that waved over his upturned collar. An inexplicable magnetism radiated from him that forced her to smother a schoolgirl sigh, even as his narrow eyes remained focused straight ahead, seemingly oblivious to the gathering.
Rita’s cane clattered to the floor, the only sound in the eerily silent church as she twisted to watch. “He walks as if he belongs,” she murmured. “Here, among the living.”
Her aunt had always been considered a mite peculiar. Running a shop that sold old-fashioned herbal remedies and potions was tantamount to being the town’s official witch. But Rita was no fool. She instinctively knew things about people. It helped her heal their bodies. And Callie wasn’t inclined to argue with that instinct now. No way this guy was from Meridia. “Look at that. Like a lion moving through the veldt. That’s not a man. That’s a force of nature.”
The heating system’s blower rattled to a whimpering close, and the cold air from the door he’d left open saturated the hall. Reverend Tiller’s dramatic voice died away to nothing as he, too, watched the imposing approach. He stepped away from his microphone as if he’d lost the power to speak. Even Callie, who didn’t know the preacher personally, could see the fear in his eyes. For the moment, New Jericho was no longer his church.
The dark figure paused before the altar, his eyes level with the large gilded cross, and the congregation seemed to hold its breath. He remained silent, fists at his sides, and she bit her lip in anticipation. Callie half expected the building to go dark or the foundation to tremble beneath them, and leaned forward in her seat. This beat Reverend Tiller’s antics all to hell.
A collective gasp trilled through the air as he fell to his knees, head bowed. He held that position for only a moment. Just long enough to make her heart skip and to curse herself for sitting in the back row. High drama? She would’ve given anything to see his face just then.
Calvary watched the movement of his arm, stunned to see him make the sign of the cross. And then, in an unbelievably fluid movement, he stood, turned, and trudged back down the aisle and out without a word, a sideways glance, or a care for what any of them thought.
She heard the roar of the furnace return and the bleating of Reverend Tiller at the microphone—but Callie had no time to waste. The race was on. Thank God she’d sat at the rear of the church, and she was younger and faster than most of the women there. Leaping to her feet, she shouldered her purse, scooted crab-like across the length of the pew, and sprinted toward the door, the first to make it out into the snow.
Several women were right behind her. They tumbled through the exit, pretending to talk on phones, lighting cigarettes they didn’t really want—even carrying grandchildren on their hips. Their breath scorched the cold, heavy air as they scattered, casually inspecting the grounds and parked cars.
And Calvary smiled prettily at each of them as she slowly made her way toward the surrounding woods. For she was apparently the only one who’d seen the dark coat disappear into the brush.
She wasn’t sure why she was following him or what she would say when—if—she caught up with him. She only knew she had to see him again, to find out more about him.
Waiting until she was sure she wasn’t being watched on this Watch Night, Calvary took a deep breath, hugged herself reassuringly, and plunged into the embrace of the shadows.
*****
Callie had ventured about a quarter of a mile into the woods before she saw the single tiki torch, flooding a small clearing with light. It was exceptionally brilliant in the dense dark that lived between the trees, and apparently strong enough to melt the snow. The entire area within the glow of the torch felt as warm as late spring, and she slowly circled the outskirts, stunned.
A beautiful gazebo, dainty as a dollhouse, stood in the middle of the clearing. The white planks glowed like fine porcelain glazed with the orange light of the flame and sheltered a matching table flanked by wide, curved benches.
It was a fairytale setting in the midst of the harsh winter woods, and she seriously began to doubt her sanity. Snow cover faded to frost that melted into supple grass beneath the flat soles of her boots. The largest mushrooms she’d ever seen sprouted firm and creamy from this isolated ground, forming delightfully perfect circles as delicate blue flowers dotted the earth like tiny fallen stars.
“Looking for me?”
Callie squealed and jumped, nearly twisting her ankle as the tall man stepped out of the surrounding bushes. He seemed larger, even more strikingly handsome up close. How in the world had he managed to creep up on her without so much as snapping a twig or crunching snow?
“God, you startled me.”
He was staring at her, thumbs hooked securely in the pockets of jeans that no man in the entire history of the world had ever worn better.
“Of course I wasn’t looking for you. I just came out for a breath of fresh air.”
“You wanted to get out of that church. I made a scene and gave you a reason to leave. Thoughtful of me, wasn’t it?”
The eyes on the stranger were as black as the shaggy hair being ruffled by the warm breeze. Yes, a warm breeze, despite the world beyond this one being shrouded in snow. She ran her hand through her own short bob, brushing off the flakes. Something very wrong was happening here. “You mean to say that little drama was staged for my benefit?”
“Yes.”
“And why would you do that?”
“Because you were right. You are suffocating here.”
Callie froze, her toes curling into knots in her boots. He hadn’t even been inside the sanctuary when she’d said that. And she hadn’t spoken loud enough to be heard by anyone except her aunt. “Look, mister, the room was hot. I wanted to cool off a bit, that’s all. And then I found this…this…”
“Do you like it?”
She stared back at him, surprised by the note of eagerness in the gruff voice. “I—I really can’t say. I don’t understand it, any of it.”
“But you like my little oasis. I can tell.” Another two steps closer, and now she could see the amusement in his eyes. “I would’ve gone for palm trees and mangos, but you were right behind me. I didn’t have much time.”
Cute. So he not only looked like a god, he had the ego of one.
“No, really. What is this place? Did you leave a torch burning unattended in these woods? And how can it possibly be so warm here, confined to these few square yards? Some kind of subterranean hot springs?”
“No. But I like your imagery. Boiling heat just beneath the surface.” He smiled at her, and the torch flared like a small sun. “We’re going to get along very well, Calvary Marsh.”
Uh-oh. She backed quickly away from him, ready to run. “Okay, that’s it. Who the hell are you? You know my name, and it’s for damn sure I’ve never met you before.”
Meridia was Podunk Incorporated, with a pea-size population. She’d remember this man. Heck, she’d be dreaming about the way this guy walked for the rest of her life.
“I’m called Josh.”
“That doesn’t really answer my question. What are you doing here, Josh?”
“That really doesn’t matter. The important thing is that I know you, Calvary. Everything about you. I know your friends call you Callie. I know you came to Meridia because you were afraid. I know you’ve surrendered your sexuality and hidden your beauty behind frumpy clothes and, may I say, really dowdy boots.”
Callie swallowed hard, becoming angry. Some gossipy old biddy had been running her mouth. Probably Ella Shanks. She was forever in other people’s business. “So you’ve done a little homework. That just means you’re creepier than I thought.”
“I could point out that you came looking for me. And I know more than a little.” He walked a slow circle, pinning her in place with sharp, fierce eyes. “I can tell you how often you have erotic dreams so powerful you awaken aroused and shaking with need. I can tell you this because I’m the one who’s sending them to you.”
“Sending me dreams?” She managed a shaken laugh. “You’re insane.”
“Am I? I know how often you masturbate, ever so quietly in the dark beneath your Aunt Rita’s handmade quilt—and how frustrated you feel because it doesn’t seem to help. I’m aware of how you cared for your aunt when she fell and broke her hip, and how you loathe the taste of beets and asparagus. And as long as we’re sharing campfire secrets, you should never wear underwire bras. Your skin is much too sensitive. That welt’s going to sting for a couple of days at least.” A white butterfly flitted drunkenly between them, settling on one of the lapis gems that adorned the grass. “You don’t need a bra anyway. Your breasts are mouth-wateringly perfect.”
She felt her jaw drop as her purse slipped from her shoulder and hit the ground with a muted thump. Was she having a hallucination? Some side-effect from whatever freaky kind of drug she’d ingested a year ago?
“No. No drugs.” He leaned over to pick up her purse. Carefully setting it on one of the latticework benches, he removed his coat and threw it on another. He had a high, tight butt, the biceps of a bodybuilder, and a silky matting of dark hair on his forearms that made her want to lick them. “Two days of vomiting and being forced to sweat it out of your pores. Three days of nothing but pure spring water. A week of hearty broth and fresh fruit, and you were clean. Your aunt’s an able healer.”
She tried to speak. If only she could take a breath, or even feel her heart beating, she might manage a word or two. “Who are you? What are you—some kind of mind-reader? How do you know these things? Aunt Rita would never have told a living soul.”
“As I said—I know all about you. Everything you think. Everything you want, Callie. It’s why I’m here.”
She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, as if he could devour her at any moment. Okay, so that wasn’t exactly true—she did like the way he looked at her. She just knew she shouldn’t. His unvarnished hunger made her oh so perfect mouth-watering breasts feel full, aching to be touched.
“Yes. I’d kill to touch your breasts right now.”
“Stop reading my mind. You’re making me crazy!”
He moved on her, his strong arm circling her waist, sharply pulling her against his body. Now she could feel her heartbeat. It thundered at twice its normal speed in her ears. Her hands came flat against the hardness of his chest, even his wide mouth stretched into a grin. Was he laughing at her? She’d concentrated so completely on suppressing her own emotions and needs, had held them in for so long, it was sometimes difficult to read others.
“Then don’t hold them in, Calvary.” He whispered, even though they were alone, his beard rough against her ear. “I wouldn’t hurt you for the world. You need to let it go. It’s what I’m here for.”
“Why do you keep saying that?” She pushed uselessly against him. “I don’t need your backwoods brand of therapy. Or to be manhandled. Or—or…” She sniffled, horrifyingly close to crying. “Or to be pitied for keeping myself close. Safe.”
“If that was what you really wanted, I couldn’t be here. You can’t hide from the dark side of your nature, Callie. You take it in hand. Play with it. Master it, taste it. Stroke it until that darkness is a comfortable part of you.” His large hands cupped her face, his thumbs wiping away the tears that finally spilled over. “Would you deny the attraction between us?”
She barely resisted the urge to touch his face in kind. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to want it.”
“Yes, you do. And we haven’t much time. Did you really think that being afraid and avoiding sex would make the desire go away?”
One of them was definitely crazy. She felt his erection swelling against her thigh and fisted his shirt sleeves as her mutinous hips pressed against him. Two-bit mentalist or not, this Josh character was making her hot. He was everything she found attractive in a man, with a side order of the forbidden to go. “Who are you, Josh?”
“A stranger you met in the woods. Someone you might lie with and no one need ever know. The forbidden.” He ground temptingly against her, his dark eyes dilating. “I am what you want.”
She felt her face flush, but didn’t bother to deny the truth. “What are you?”
His mouth lowered to within inches of hers, and he smelled of spring and moist, fertile earth. “Jinn. Fallen angel. Incubus. Demon. Take your pick.”
“You—you think you’re a demon?” she faltered.
“No. Not a demon.” He grasped her bottom, fitting her hard against him. “I am your demon.”
Holy hell. She was in more trouble than she’d thought. “My own personal demon? As in you’ve come to torment me with biting flies or boils or big dicks?”
“I don’t do torture, but the dick’s ready to roll, babe—as long as you claim it before the stroke of midnight.”
“Oh, really? Midnight? What kind of hot demon stud has a curfew?”
He laughed, a hoarse, gritty sound, and the light of the torch flickered and dimmed. “It was your need for something—someone—like me that drew me to you. You summoned me here with your luscious body growing colder each day. I waited a full year, wanting you more with each passing hour, hoping the spell of the fear would break. You actually became my personal demon, Calvary Marsh. But the longer you continue on this course, the more likely you’ll keep to it. Midnight is your turning point. And mine.”
The idea of spending her life alone in Meridia, repressed and trapped in layers of ugly clothes, was safe but not appealing. And he was right. The longer she went without, the more she felt inclined to do so. “And if I don’t want to do this because you’re probably demented?”
Josh shrugged and spread his arms. “If what you see here doesn’t make you a believer, look at it this way. It’s your last chance this year to conquer the fear that’s ruled your life. And my last chance this year to get a nut.”
“But that’s not fair!” She glanced up at the sky. What time was it? How was she supposed to make up her mind so quickly? She hadn’t even seen the merchandise!
“Allow me. My pleasure.”
She nearly choked at the sound of his zipper and the sight of flushed flesh and matted curls. His cock didn’t spring forth. It was so engorged, so heavy, he had to reach in and lift it out.
“What are you doing?” she squealed. “Gawd, how’d you manage to pack it all in? Put that thing away. Somebody might see us!”
“No one will come unless I allow it.” His eyes took on a wicked gleam. “Ah, for a moment that idea appealed to you, didn’t it?”
Callie shuddered. She couldn’t seem to think beyond the moist wetness between her thighs—and the realization that all of the heat in the area wasn’t coming from the torch at all. It was coming from him. “Maybe we could just be friends?”
He literally growled at her as he stepped out of his jeans, and she could’ve sworn he grew another inch before her eyes.
“You are kidding, right?”
She moistened her lips, tempted beyond reason. “How long before midnight?”
“I suck at this concept you humans call ‘time’. Maybe half an hour. Maybe seconds.”
And she thought she’d gone to church prepared for anything?
He reached for her again, his fingers tangling in her hair.
The kiss was soft and tentative at first. Yearning, seeking surrender. Her knees grew weak as she moaned against his mouth, needing more.
His tongue dipped between her lips, claiming her, sliding slowly in and out as she imagined he would with her body, and she practically went limp against him.
“Why don’t we start with you stepping out of those really ugly boots for me?”
“But there’s snow and cold.”
“Not here. Not anymore.” He knelt before her as he had at the altar, offering his broad shoulders for support. “Come on. I’ll help you.”
Callie supported her weight on his shoulders, astonished by the iron hardness of them. She lifted her right leg, and he slid her boot off, tossing it aside as she planted her bare foot in the downy grass.
“There, now.” Josh slid the flat of his hand up the back of her calf before dragging one finger in slow, lazy circles up the inside of her thigh. “Doesn’t that feel better?”
She couldn’t think of words when sensation was all there was. His finger made her tingle, wandering higher until he barely brushed the moist cotton of her panties and sent a bolt of heat right through her.
“More,” he said huskily. She responded, dizzy and breathless with anticipation. He removed the boot, reached beneath her dress, and slid her panties down. “You won’t be needing these for a while.”
Callie held onto his shoulders for dear life as he trailed a line of slow, intoxicating kisses up her left thigh, nearly hyperventilating when his rough beard nuzzled her most sensitive skin. “Oh, wait. Oh, hell. I’m not sure I can just jump into this and—oh.”
She felt his tongue on her, slowly licking the tender folds of her flesh. He hadn’t lied. He knew her, knew her body and everything she liked, everything she craved. Her clit bloomed, aching for him, and he swirled the tip of his tongue around it in teasing circles before easing closer and sucking it until she tensed and trembled against him.
The moist warmth became an unbearable pulse between her thighs. Reaching cautiously for him, she touched the liquid excitement that glistened at the tip of his erection and brought it to her lips, feverish for the taste. “I can’t stay. My Aunt Rita—”
“—Is more canny than you think. And I’ll make sure she’s safely home.”
“I—I don’t want to screw up again, Josh.”
“I know. Playing it safe is easier. But that’s not living, and you can’t live without making mistakes.” He stood before her, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Wanting you has made me feel alive, Calvary. I promise you no regrets. Let me have you. We don’t have much time.”
Quick hands. Her coat was off, her dress unbuttoned and undone before she knew it. One practiced flick of his fingers and the clasp of her bra was released. The torch’s fire burned black in his eyes as he paused to watch her nipples pucker under his gaze. “Perfect,” he murmured. “Just as I said.”
She touched his face, smoothed the line of his beard, and had the satisfaction of hearing him groan when she stroked his length with her fingernail. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea. One quickie on a New Year’s eve, one indiscretion with a demon stud…
“One? Ha.” Effortlessly lifting her into his arms, he moved with that determined stride of his toward the gazebo. Laying her on the table as if she were made of glass, he yanked his shirt off and stretched on top of her.
Callie sighed as he latched onto her breast, suckling like a starving man as his hand kneaded the other, rolling the nipple between his fingers until she wanted to cry out. The idea that midnight could be one second away, that he might somehow disappear at any moment, was unbearable. She grasped the hard muscles of his buttocks and parted her legs for him.
His tongue soothed the welt beneath her breast and he kissed her shoulders, urging her arms upward. Callie readily complied, gyrating urgently beneath him. Anything to have him cool the frantic fire in her. When he grabbed her wrists, securing them both against the table with one iron hand, she groaned in frustration. “No. I want to be able to touch you.”
“Soon enough. But I promised you no regrets, and for that I need control.” He returned to her left nipple, nibbling lightly with sharp teeth and sending a shot of raw need through her.
She felt him position himself at the entrance of her sex, the helmet of his cock slick with readiness. “Calvary, I don’t want to hurt you. Try to lie still, just for a moment.”
He pushed halfway in, his supporting arm trembling for control as his cock widened her nearly to the point of pain. “Tell me if it’s too much,” he muttered, taking a deep breath. “I may not be able to stop, but tell me anyway. God, you feel like heaven.”
Callie squirmed, her body quickly adjusting to the delicious agony of being filled by him. “More.”
Josh kissed her deeply, moving by fractions of inches until she thought she would beg for it. Unable to touch him and silenced by his lips on hers, she wrapped her legs around him, rocking in invitation.
He broke the kiss and plunged into her, howling in something like despair. Callie inhaled, absorbing the shock as he throbbed inside her, his root pressing against her tender clit. “More.”
“Easy, Callie.” His knees pushed her legs wider apart, and his free hand grasped her hip, stilling her frantic motion. “It’s been quite a while for you. Let me take the lead.”
Effectively trapped, Callie closed her eyes as he withdrew, hesitated, and worked his way even deeper with a long, luscious drive. A rush of moisture from her sex smoothed the way for another stroke, and another as he gradually increased his rhythm, stoking a tight coil of heat in her abdomen.
Her hips bucked beneath him as he pounded into her, and still she couldn’t get enough. Waves of pleasure flooded her body, and she cursed him for torturing her after all. “Damn you, Josh.”
“By all means.”
Her muscles spasmed around his cock, her back bowing off the table as he bared his teeth, grinding against her. “That’s it. Let me have you, Callie.”
A fiery blast of sensation exploded from her core and ripped through her body, sending her into sweet convulsions. The rich glow of the torch burst into a blinding white light behind her eyes, dimming only when her muscles gradually relaxed and she felt him holding her firmly in his arms.
“Listen,” he whispered huskily.
Still shivering, she heard the sounds of bells and gunfire in the distance. For a dull-witted minute, she thought they might have been celebrating her liberation and the most powerful orgasms she’d ever had. Only when Josh barked a laugh did she remember the secondary occasion. “Midnight.”
He released her arms and gently smoothed her hair, smiling down at her. “And all things are fresh and new.”
Callie returned his smile with a smirk of her own. Some things had carried over from the old year. He was still hilt-hard inside of her.
Grasping his shoulders, she pushed him onto his back, straddling his hips and sinking onto him with a sigh. “You know the old adage—that whatever you’re doing when the New Year begins is what you’ll be doing for the rest of the year?” She circled his nipples with her fingernails, smiling as he quivered in response. “What say we test that theory?”
***
Ella Shanks, late and nearly out of breath, maneuvered her way past the tilted knees of Calvary Marsh to the end of the pew. The church was crowded this Watch Night. It gave her an excuse to indulge her curiosity. “Hello, Callie.” She settled in, lowering her voice. The new preacher wasn’t as loud as old Reverend Tiller, and the new heating system provided far less background noise. “How nice to see you here.”
The girl crossed her legs and beamed at her. “Happy New Year’s Eve, Mrs. Shanks. That’s a lovely hat.”
“Why, thank you. My goddaughter made it in one of her craft classes, and I thought it was just the cutest thing.” No, it wasn’t her imagination. Calvary Marsh had changed quite a bit lately. She’d let her hair grow and taken to wearing lipstick that was a tad too dark. That little black dress was darling, but the split up the front was much too high to be appropriate for church. And she was liable to break her neck with those spiked heels on the slippery walk out front. “Is Rita still in Arizona? How nice that you could afford to spare her this cold winter. The shop must be doing well. You’ve even bought your own place, not far from hers. I hear you had a lovely gazebo built.”
“Yes. Things have been going well.”
Such a complacent smile. It could only mean she was hiding something interesting. “I simply had to come this Watch Night.” She lowered her eyelids and leaned in closer. “You know—in case that gorgeous guy who blew through here last year puts in another appearance? You were here then, weren’t you?”
“Hmm. Let me think. It’s so hard to remember back a whole year, isn’t it?”
The rear doors of the church flew open as if blown by a storm, and the entire congregation expectantly turned as one.
They were not disappointed. A tall, kingly man in a long gray coat strode down the center aisle, his hawk-like eyes fastened on the altar.
Ella strained to watch every step, almost forced to stand to see past all the ridiculous hats. She’d heard rumors that he might be a maverick preacher, jealous of the harmony of New Jericho. There were those who said he was some sort of rock star, who could only bear to return to his roots once a year.
She had a kindly heart, however, and preferred to believe he was a lost soul, so sinful he could only enter and quickly beg forgiveness before returning to his decadent life.
The dark stranger knelt at the altar, crossed himself, and retraced his steps down the aisle. Ella perched on the edge of the pew, watching him walk that gunslinger walk, and—
To her amazement, he stopped, looked sideways—and assumed a seat right next to Calvary Marsh.
Ella couldn’t seem to stop staring. Even after the preacher had nervously resumed his sermon and everyone else had stopped gaping she continued to steal sidelong glances. Callie, it seems, had interesting secrets indeed.
The vague, sweet scent of mangos seemed to permeate the church, though the star attractions didn’t seem to notice. They ignored their surroundings, putting their heads together to share secret conversations. At one point the girl even reached over to lightly stroke his beard.
The visitor flashed a killer smile at Callie and covertly slipped a large, smooth hand through the slit of her dress.
Ella felt her face flame at the sound of Calvary’s chuckle and forced her eyes away. When she ventured to take another peek, the stranger’s fingers had moved even higher and the girl’s gaze had turned on her.
“You look flushed, Mrs. Shanks.” Callie laughed softly and gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Here, have a fan. It is awfully warm in here, isn’t it?”
The End
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By Amy Ruttan
He sat in the crowded coffee house in a booth deep in the back, away from the crowded counter where people were busily ordering their seasonal lattes and coffees. Most importantly, he was alone.
All she wanted to do was watch him. It had been so long since she had seen him, yet at this moment, they had only been apart a few days. Right now, it had been only a couple of days since she had broken his heart and traveled across the country thinking she’d find something better in California.
She hadn’t.
Then, like a Victorian classic tale, a ghost came to visit her, promising her everything would change. She could have happiness again… if she made the right decision at this moment in the past.
“Melora?” Turning around, the Ghost of Christmas Past stood behind her. The handsome phantasm was decked entirely in white except for the mop of chestnut curls on the top of his head and his swarthy Mediterranean complexion.
“I know.” Melora turned and looked at him again.
Henry. She hadn’t seen him years. Of course, that wasn’t the case at the moment. This was her second chance to make things right.
“You can do it, Melora. If you want to make things right with your life, then this is your chance. You’ve been given a do-over.”
“You’re sure I won’t wake up tomorrow running out into a street in my pajamas, still old and taking a turkey to my poor overworked assistant and his cripple boy?”
The ghost looked at her with indulgent amusement. “No. If you screw this up, then you’ll just live another life full of regret.” He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. “This is a rare chance. A chance to relive your life. I don’t think any Dickens character was given that opportunity.”
An uneasy and nervous laugh escaped her lips. She ran her hands down her skirt smoothing out any wrinkles. “It’s kind of an unfair advantage though; I know what the future holds.”
“If everything works out the way it should, your old life will fade at the stroke of midnight. You’ll remember nothing.” The ghost reached forward and gently nudged her in the right direction. “I know you’re nervous, but what are you losing?”
The ghost was right. What did she have to lose? A life of loneliness ended by dying alone in her apartment and not being found for days because she had no one? Living in regret for the remainder of her days? She thought there had been something better out there.
And there really wasn’t.
By the time she had figured it out, she found out Henry had been killed in a traffic accident a week after they broke up.
On Christmas Eve no less.
Melora had been given the chance to save two lives here tonight: Henry’s and hers. She was not going to blow the opportunity. She’d keep him from driving away in that car and getting into a wreck, and she would live a happy life. The life she truly wanted, but never had.
“Go on, Melora.”
Steeling her resolve and trying to swallow the lump which formed in her throat, she nodded and took a step from the shadows.
“Wait…” She spun around, but the ghost was gone. A shiver ran down her spine as she turned back to the busy scene of the overcrowded coffee house a couple of days before Christmas.
“Can I help you?” the barista asked.
“No, no, just meeting someone.” She walked past the busy counter and headed to the booth in the back.
What if he’s angry with you? What if he won’t talk to you? What if he gets in that car? How can you stop him?
Shaking her head, she tried to dispel all the what if’s from her mind. Melora didn’t have time for them tonight. She would do whatever it took to keep him off the highway tonight. She wasn’t going to let him get on the 400 and drive to the Muskokas. She was going to keep him in Toronto, even if she had to duct tape him to the top of the fucking C.N. Tower.
Henry didn’t look up when she stood in front of him. He was staring intently at the newspaper. His familiar scent wafted up to her, and her knees began to knock. Her heart beat just a bit faster, her body reacting to his.
Finally, he looked up, his green eyes widening in surprise—and for a moment, delight—until his expression soured as he kept his emotions in check.
“So, when do you leave?” he asked gruffly, turning to his paper as he noticed her luggage in her hand. The luggage she should have been checking at Pearson International if she played out her life the same way she had done.
“I don’t,” Melora whispered.
He didn’t look up at her. He just began to smooth out the wrinkles in the paper. The sound of the paper crinkling echoed like thunder, and Melora could barely hear the noise of the busy café behind her. Everything seemed to still in this moment. Henry had closed his heart, or at the very least, he was guarding his emotions.
Who could blame him?
Melora placed a shaky hand over his and slid in the booth across from him. Henry’s body tensed under her touch, and he looked up her. His green eyes betrayed the hurt she had caused him.
The tears began to wrack her body. Years of loneliness and guilt pouring out of her.
“Oh God, Henry. I am so sorry. So sorry. I was a fool.” She couldn’t help it. She hid her face in her hands and let the tears come. Henry’s arm slipped around her shoulders.
“Mel, come on, not here.”
She buried her head in the crook of his neck, her body snuggling against his hard chest.
“I can’t help it. Henry, I made a mistake.” Melora looked up at him and saw his stiff resolve was melting. “I’m so sorry.”
Henry smoothed her hair. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Go somewhere to talk in private.”
Nodding she went with him as they left the busy coffeehouse and headed out into the cold Toronto afternoon. It was Christmas Eve, and the shops lining Queen Street were closing. They weren’t right downtown. These were cute boutique stores, antique stores. Snow fell down in a thick blanket. They waited as the streetcar passed and ran across the street to where his car was parked, his arm around her the whole time.
They settled in his car and he began to drive down Queen Street toward the Gardiner. When they were on the Gardiner, Melora became uneasy.
“Where are we going?”
“To my cottage in the Muskokas. We need a quiet place to talk. Besides, my family is up in Bracebridge. I promised to see them Christmas Day. I was going to tell them about us.” He let out a sigh of regret.
“We can’t go to the Muskokas.”
Henry looked at her in confusion. “Why not? You have your luggage with you. You quit your job, sold your condo. You have no family so there’s nothing stopping you from coming up to the cottage with me.”
Melora reached out and gripped his arm. “We can’t go to the cottage. Not tonight. Please, Henry. Let’s just go back to your place.”
Henry didn’t look convinced. “No, I think the cottage is the best place. Let’s go. We need to talk, we need the privacy. You love the cottage…at least you used to.”
“I still do,” she murmured. The hairs on the back of her neck began to stand on end. It was somewhere north of Barrie where he died on the highway. Between Barrie and the cottage, she couldn’t let him drive. She had to think of something. Something fast to keep him from making the trip, but she couldn’t think of a logical reason to keep him from going up there.
They drove in silence. The tension between them was palpable. When the came to the 400 exit, Melora cringed as dread crept up her spine. She was going to blow it. This second chance to make things right. Only this time they would both be killed.
“Melora? Are you all right, you look kind of pale?”
“No, I feel sick. Can we stop somewhere?”
“Sure. There’s a gas station with a burger joint at the next exit. Did you eat today?”
Melora shook her head. “No, I didn’t.”
Henry smiled. “How you survive the day without eating I’ll never know.”
Melora laughed as Henry exited the 400 and headed toward the rest stop. This was buying her time. She just hoped she could keep him here, overnight. After Henry got gas, he parked the car and truck stop seemed almost deserted. It was one of those generic kinds which had gas, a burger joint and a sleazy motel. In her first incarnation, she never would’ve been caught dead in a place like this. She thought a place under four stars was beneath her; now it looked like a beacon of hope. A port in a storm, literally.
They walked into the burger joint, and Melora moved quickly. She fainted. Well, not really. She let her body go limp and heard a lot of shouts as Henry caught her and eased her down.
“Melora, oh my God, Melora, speak to me. Are you all right?”
“She looks kind of peaked mister.”
“I don’t feel so good,” Melora moaned. “I need to have a rest, a nap or something.”
“Okay, if you’re certain.” Henry helped her to her feet. “Could you rest in the car?”
Melora shook her head. “No, it’s my neck. I think I pulled something, it’s making me dizzy.”
Henry seemed annoyed, but he was also concerned. “We’ll get a room.”
Melora felt like dancing for joy, but if she did that, then he would make them drive the rest of the way to Bracebridge and their doom.
The motel had a room. The honeymoon suite, which featured a very cliché heart-shaped Jacuzzi. The room was also decorated in a lot of reds, so much so it almost burned out Melora’s retinas. She could tell by Henry’s expression the tacky room wasn’t up to his taste.
“Are you okay to share a room tonight? I mean, I could sleep on a cot,” he offered.
“Henry, we’ve slept together before, and I want you back. We can share a room tonight.”
He shut the door behind her. “Maybe I don’t want to share a room with you.”
Melora’s heart sank. “I see.” She shrugged out of her coat and laid it across the chair. Kicking off her shoes she wandered to the bed and sat down on the edge, watching Henry as he placed the luggage down and took his own winter coat off. He was wearing his Aryan sweater. The sweater she had painstakingly knit for him two years ago, their first Christmas together. She loved that sweater. She loved wearing it as well.
He had sent it back to her. Mailed it to her on Christmas Eve before he had been killed with a note, telling her he would always love her. It made her happy to know she had stopped part of the chain of events that was trying to unfold tonight.
So far so good.
The real question now was could they make it? Well, she was going to try her darnedest.
Henry sat down in the chair after hanging up her coat. He leaned forward, staring at the floor. When he looked up at her, his lips were pursed together.
“Why did you leave?”
“I was a fool.” She was going to tell the truth, as much of it as she could. “I thought I wanted something more. Somebody more, but I came to my senses.”
“Somebody more?” he asked quizzically.
“As I said I was a fool, an idiot.”
Henry got to his feet and began to pace. She stood up and walked towards him, but kept her distance.
“Henry, I want you back. If I have a chance, I need you in my life. You don’t know how much I need you in my life.”
He stopped pacing, his back to her. His muscles were tense. Melora wanted to reach out and wrap her arms around him, but she resisted.
“How do I know you won’t leave me again? Leave me for somebody more?”
“I can tell you, I will never leave you. I will regret it for the rest of my life. I love you, Henry. You’re all I need.”
Before Melora had a chance to say anything else, Henry spun around and wrapped her up in his strong arms, crushing her in a passionate kiss full of raw urgent need. A kiss that took her breath away, one she had been dreaming about since she got word he had died. His hands snaked through her hair, holding her against her. Then she felt his hands travel down her back, undoing the zipper on her skirt.
There were no other words needed. Melora knew he believed her, knew if she could keep him here all night then he would live. The crash wouldn’t happen, and they wouldn’t be separated.
She pulled the sweater over his head and ran her hands over his chest as he undid the buttons of her blouse, peeling it off her shoulders. His hands were hot on her breasts as her bra disappeared. He pushed her down on the bed, so she was sitting in front of him.
She heard him give a faint growl as he went to undo his belt but she leapt forward. She stood up and grabbed hold of his hands on his belt. “No, let me do that.”
His hands stilled on his belt as she ran her fingers over them. She gently pulled his hands away and slowly undid his buckle. She never broke eye contact with him as she slid his belt out of the loops of his pants.
She rubbed her pussy up his thigh between her legs as she undid the button of his khaki pants and pulled the zipper down slowly. She let his pants fall to his knees as she felt his hard cock straining against his tight boxer briefs.
Henry sucked in a deep breath, throwing back his head and closing his eyes. “If you do that much longer, I might come,” he said through clenched teeth. He moved her hand away and held her wrist in his large, rough hand while pulling her closer with his other arm.
She licked her lips, her pulse racing as their gazes locked together. He backed her up against her bed, the back of her knees hit against the edge and she fell back. He stepped out of his pants but kept his black boxer briefs on as he leaned down over her.
“Do you know what you do to me? How you haunt my thoughts and dreams? I was heartbroken when you left,” he whispered, breathing on the pulse point of her neck, causing a thrill to rush through her. Her nipples tightened in excitement with him braced over top of her.
“I’ll never leave you again. I promise.”
“You’re beautiful, so beautiful.”
A sob welled up in her throat. No man had ever told her something like that. She should know. She had lived it already. She kept the tears in check and felt herself grow wet with her cream, her cunt screaming to be touched, her nipples begging to be sucked.
She sucked in a deep breath as his hands found her breasts and cupped them. His thumbs stroked her tight, sensitive nipples.
He bent down and drew one of those nipples into his mouth. Sucking it slowly before he teased and flicked it with his tongue. His tongue was so hot on her, branding her.
“You like that?” he asked, nibbling up her neck to her lips. “What else would you like?”
She pulled his face closer and slipped her tongue deep inside his mouth as his hand found her pussy. He was stroking her through the damp fabric of her lace panties
He knelt on the floor at the edge of the bed and slipped her panties off.
“Oh my God, you’re fucking beautiful. I can’t wait to taste you.”
She was going to say something else until she felt the hot searing kiss on the inside of her thigh. Her body tensed like a well-strung instrument.
“That’s it, baby, watch me.”
She watched as his head dipped down between her thighs. His eyes were focused on her as he slowly slid his tongue up the crease of her labia. “You taste so good,” he said before sliding his tongue in farther, “so good.”
She felt his fingers as he splayed the lips of her pussy open, his tongue licking her sensitive clitoris. His thumb began to rub her clit, slowly stroking it, the pleasure building in the pit of her stomach. She moaned as she began to rub her hard nipples.
“Do you like that?” he asked as he slipped two fingers inside her.
“Mmmm.”
“Do you want more?”
“Yes, oh yes.”
He moved his hand and began to eat her cunt, nibbling at her clit. His fingers pushing in and out of her, fucking her. She reached out and grabbed his head, holding him there while she rocked her hips against his face.
His tongue licked and stroked her clit. She couldn’t help it, she came violently. She cried out as her body tensed and the waves of pleasure washed over her. She couldn’t remember an orgasm so strong, so full of pleasure before.
Her body was still shaking as she fell against her bed. She felt the heavy weight of him on top of her and his hard cock through his underwear pressing against her wet core.
“I think it’s your turn,” she said breathlessly, pushing against his chest, but he couldn’t be moved.
“No way, I plan to bury myself deep inside you and make you come again and again until you can’t take it anymore. It’s my turn now. You can have your way with me later.”
He moaned as he pulled his underwear off. He spread her thighs and quickly thrust into her. She cried out as he stretched her, filling her so delightfully. “Right now, I’m going feel you come around me. You feel so damn good, so tight and wet.”
He began to slowly slide in and out of her. His arms braced on either side of her head. His cock hit her at every angle, he was so huge. He bent down and captured one of her breasts in his mouth. He sucked on her nipple, laving it with his hot, wet tongue.
She began to rock her hips, trying to urge him to go faster. He groaned, and his mouth let go of her breast. He closed his eyes and threw his head back. She ran her hands along his back, watching the cording in his neck as he strained against her. Soon she won out and he began to thrust in and out of her, pistoning faster and faster. He pinned one of her legs up over his shoulder and rubbed her clit.
“Come with me, baby,” he groaned. “I’m so close.”
She felt the pressure, the delightful swirling in the pit of her stomach building up again. She came, her pussy clenching his hard cock as she felt him come deep inside her.
“Christ,” he groaned. He let her leg go as he collapsed against her. She licked his shoulder. She loved the smell of his sweat, musk mingled with his cologne. “I love you, Melora. Never leave me again. I couldn’t take it.”
She ran her fingers through his hair, holding him close before he rolled to the side. He was staring down at her, his fingers tracing over her skin.
“I will never leave you Henry. You’re the man I want. Forever.”
It seemed to be the right thing to say. He pulled her against him, kissing her tenderly. They held each other close. She drifted off to sleep, for how long she didn’t know, but she felt a niggling sensation in the pit of her stomach. She turned over looking at the clock on the nightstand in the motel room. Melora watched as the motel clock flicked over to midnight. She had done it. She had saved his life. They were together again, and she knew they would never be apart. She wasn’t going to throw this away. Her eyes became heavy as she drifted in a deep sleep with his arm wrapped around her securely.
* * * * *
“Melora, sweetie. Melora, wake up.”
Melora woke up to the sound of Henry’s voice. Only Henry was much older. She looked up at him and smiled, and took his hand in hers. Everything came flooding back to her.
She didn’t die alone from a myocardial infarction at the age of sixty. Henry had been there and saved her. She was in a hospital bed, and when her eyes adjusted to light she saw faces which looked like hers and Henry’s, all watching her in concern.
“Merry Christmas, Mom,” a young man said, and as she smiled at him she could feel the tears stinging her eyes. Henry kissed her on the forehead.
“You’re going to be all right, Melora.”
She saw a flash of white in the hallway. A man…no, the Ghost of Christmas Past. The ghost who had given her the second chance was standing there. Smiling, he waved and disappeared into thin air.
“Melora?” Henry squeezed her hand as years’ worth of happy memories filled her mind.
“Yes,” she said happily. “Yes, everything will be all right.”
The End
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By Christine D’Abo
Christmas Eve, Xion Outpost, 3154 AD
Ardara stared at her head of engineering and former lover, trying to figure out what the hell kind of game he was playing at. Crossing her arms, she looked him up and down and chuckled. “Seriously?”
Grayson put his hands on his hips and glared at her. “It’s an old Earth tradition. Millions of people participated for thousands of years. Just because the Planetary Conglomeration meddled with the history records doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to carry on and pay homage.”
“Seriously?”
Everything he’d setup in her temporary lodgings on the space station looked to have a purpose, though she’d be damned if she knew what all the stuff was for. Her family barely celebrated birthdays, let alone old religious holidays. Still, there was something appealing about the red pants and black leather vest he currently wore standing there bare chested, face unshaven.
There were blinking lights placed in random spots around the room in the oddest mix of colors. Off in the corner was a picture of some sort of tree. Not like he’d be able to get a real one with the intergalactic ban on agriculture. He’d even managed to collect a variety of cakes and drinks, all piled high on a small table.
Ardara smirked as she sauntered closer. Fuck, he looked good enough to eat like this. No, no, girl. Bad things lay there. “And who are you supposed to be again?”
Grayson straightened and hooked his thumbs into the loops of his pants. “Some guy they called Santa Claus. He flew some sort of shuttle call The Sleigh which was powered by a Rudolph and gave coal to people. Must have been during the energy crisis. Bastard could orbit faster than anything else on record at that time.”
She thumbed the edge of the leather vest, letting her nail scrape across his skin as it slid between her fingers. The red trail marked him as hers despite their mutual departure from their relationship a few months earlier. It was never a good idea to fuck the help—even if he was the most gorgeous man born in the Cerna sector. It really was too bad she missed his company as much as she did. Probably why she hadn’t kicked him out of her quarters the moment she walked in and saw him.
Ignoring the arousal heating her pussy, Ardara lifted an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “So he’s some sort of hero?”
“Who else would I chose to dress up as?” He winked at her and rolled his shoulders back. “He wore a leather hat, too, but I couldn’t find one on short notice. You like?”
Walking to the table, Ardara did her best to ignore her heated face and not-so-sudden pang of want. “What’s this supposed to be?”
“The merchant couldn’t remember the exact name, but he said they used to light these things called candles every night for a bunch of nights. Apparently, if you light eight then Santa knows you’ve been good and he’ll bring you stuff.”
Grayson pressed up against her back, bracing his hands on either side of her body. She was pinned in place looking at a beautiful candle holder. Doing her best to ignore how her ass grazed his erection and the heady scent of his pheromones in such close quarters, Ardara forced all her concentration forward.
“What happens if someone wasn’t good? Did they not get to light their candle? Did they get punished?”
As he leaned forward, Grayson’s shoulder length black hair swept across her cheek, tickling her neck. His chest molded to her as he rocked his hips in a gentle rhythm. “Well, it’s a very intense process. Apparently, he had lists of things people could and couldn’t do. They went through rigorous testing to ensure the right people made the good list. But the naughty ones…well, Santa had ways of teaching them how to be good.”
Ardara moaned, unable to stop herself from arching back into him. They’d been in deep space for so long, focused on simple survival rather than enjoying their time, she’d forgotten how much she missed this. Missed him.
“Have I been good?” Her voice was thick, the words too heavy for her tongue. Pressing her ass back, she reached up and moved her hands up along his naked arms. “Or have I been bad, Gray?”
His teeth sank into her neck, the sharp sting of pain chased away by the subsequent laving of his tongue. “I guess you’ll have to wait to find out, Captain.”
“Gray—”
“We have a few more traditions to observe first.” He pulled away so quickly, it took a second for his heat to dissipate.
Ardara pouted. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like Christmas?”
He waved her away. “Shut up, you’ll love it.” He pulled out a chair and sat down, the vest pulling wide to expose his pecs. “Part of the tradition is for you to come over here and sit on my lap and tell me the things you’ve done to be good. Then you tell me what you want for Christmas.”
“I thought you said he gave everyone coal?”
“Will you just get over here and do it?”
Popping the top two buttons on her jumper, she walked over as slowly as she could, extending the impromptu game. Honestly, if someone had told her yesterday Grayson would be dressed up like some mythical hero, acting out the traditions of some ancient Earth holiday, she’d have laughed in their face. As she walked over, there was something else skirting around behind his boyish look of pleasure.
Grayson was nervous.
Pushing the thought away, she stopped half a foot from where he sat and cocked an eyebrow. “Now what?”
“Sit down.” He patted a well muscled thigh. “Santa needs to determine if you’ve been good.”
She could near instantaneously calculate how to fly a cruiser through a gas nebula, but it took her an embarrassingly long time to determine how best to get her ass to rest comfortable on his lap. When she finally turned sideways and fell on top of him, her body seemed to figure the rest out. Grayson helped by swinging her legs around so they were now draped to the side.
In this position, she could feel the heat from her pussy increase as she was now resting fully on his cock. It didn’t help when he shifted his hand to cup the side of her thigh, while the other teased the third button of her shirt.
“So Captain Raion, tell me what you’ve done that’s been good in the past three hundred and sixty five days.”
She opened her mouth to answer, snapped it shut again, and frowned. With a shake of her head, she wiggled down against his cock. “Why three hundred and sixty five?”
“Not sure, but that’s what the computer told me. Now answer, unless you are afraid of the consequences.” To reinforce his point, Grayson reached up and tweaked her nipple through the fabric of her jumper.
“Fuck, Gray!”
Squeezing harder, he simply grinned.
It was too hard to think with him touching her there. She wanted to take that hand and shove it between her legs, fuck his fingers until she came. He’d probably let her, too, but for some reason she wanted to see where this game would lead them.
Taking a deep breath, she did her best to ignore the way he rolled the tip between his fingers. “I managed to deliver a shipment of med supplies to the colony out in the omega sector. I gave my crew a whole week off to enjoy the pleasures of this station. I think I may have even paid everyone on time, too.”
He released her nipple, only to move on to undo the remaining buttons on her shirt. Ardara had known this was where he was heading since she’d first seen him standing there. They’d been good together, even if things hadn’t gone the way either of them had wanted. So what if their relationship had been rocky at times, he’d always been a fantastic lover. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so hasty in calling things off.
Ardara whimpered as he opened the shirt, exposing her breasts, and reached up to loop her hands around his neck. “Have I been good enough? Or is Santa going to punish me now?”
Leaning in, he pressed an opened mouth kiss to her neck and sucked on her collarbone. “I’m sorry, Captain. I’m afraid the rules have gotten quite strict, and it’s much harder to get on the nice list. I’m going to have to spank you now.”
“Spank?”
Ardara squealed as Grayson flipped her around so her ass was in the air, and all the blood rushed to her face as she hung across his knee.
“Now, I wonder how many spanks you deserve? Santa is a fair man, but I need to make sure you’ve learned your lesson. I wouldn’t want you to regress.”
“Gray, I swear I’ll kick your ass if you lay so much as a—ouch!”
She could hear the smirk in his voice as he leaned forward, fingers caressing the small of her back. “One.”
“You bastard. When I get up from here—”
Slap. “Two.”
Ardara moaned as he landed three more in rapid succession. She’d never been in a position like this before, hated how her body writhed and twisted beneath the palm of his hand. God, why was she getting turned on by this? Grayson held her ass high enough she couldn’t grind her clit against his thighs, giving her no relief. Heat spread from where his hand had connected to her ass cheeks, warming her pussy and beyond. She couldn’t get enough air into her lungs, making her head spin and the sensations coursing through her body that much more potent.
By the time he rolled her onto her back, her pussy was soaked, and she could barely keep a breath in her body. Grayson was panting as hard as she, his eyes dark with lust and his lips red from where he’d been biting down. She was completely at his mercy.
She really liked that.
“Am I good now?” Ardara didn’t care how breathless she sounded, how close her voice was to sounding like begging. She wanted him, every last thing he was willing to give her.
“Do you want to be good?” Grayson ran his thumb across her lips and down her chin. “Because I think I like you on the naughty list.”
Arching her back, a draft from the ventilation system blew across her nipples, making her shiver. “Me, too.”
As if he’d been waiting for her approval, Grayson stood, easily gathering Ardara in his arms as he went. She wasn’t sure exactly how they made it to the bedroom, didn’t really care as long as he kept kissing her like that. They fell together onto the bed and Ardara locked her legs around his waist, grinding her clothed pussy against his cock.
“You better fuck me soon,” she muttered into his mouth. “Or else I’ll fire your ass.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Jerking the leather vest from his body, he sent it flying across the room as he proceeded to yank the red pants down his body. God, he was beautiful. The raw power and sexuality of Grayson’s body was rivalled only by the sparkle of amusement shinning in his eyes. He was sexy, strong, and knew what she needed before she did. Hell, it had been one of the things she’d both loved and hated about him. Their constant power struggles had been the main source of their fights.
“Strip for me.” His gaze locked onto hers—no doubt in his tone. “I want you naked in less than a minute.”
She didn’t think as she pulled her shirt free and she toed off her boots. “What else does your Santa hero do to bad girls? I want to make sure I get my coal.”
“You’re going to get something.”
Her pants landed squarely in the middle of his chest. “I think you’re making all this shit up, Gray.”
Ardara scooted back along the bed as Grayson crawled up the length of it toward her. “I’ll have you know, I’ve done extensive research on this. Santa used to go around blessing the people by chanting the words ho, ho, ho. He also had many helpers called elves who did all his work. They made sure he got there on time and that the coal was loaded into his shuttle.”
“Sounds like you. Maybe you’re in the wrong role?”
He wrapped his hands around her ankles and pulled her legs wide. Ardara hadn’t been able to get her panties off in time, the fabric now pulled tight across her clit. Grayson smirked as he pushed her legs wide.
“Another notch on the naughty list. Didn’t follow my instructions.”
“Not like you played fair. It hasn’t been a full minute.”
Large fingers brushed across her stomach and the sensitive juncture of her thighs as he wrapped his hands under the top of the panties. “No one said life was fair.”
“Not even for Santa?”
“Especially for Santa.” He jerked hard, tearing the delicate fabric. “I’ll buy you another pair when we hit Terran Five.”
“I’ll hold you to that.” Not that she honestly cared, especially with him looking at her like that.
It felt odd, being naked in front of Grayson again. Ardara fought hard not to squirm under the intensity of his gaze. Her pussy clenched in anticipation, remembering how full she’d felt the last time she’d been in this position. He shifted his body so her legs rested on the tops of his thighs. She was stretched open—no place to hide.
“Touch yourself.” His voice was a rough whisper. He swallowed hard and licked his lips. “I want to watch you get ready for me.”
Ardara almost said no. He knew she didn’t like this, being vulnerable and on display. Still, the thrill of slowly dragging the reactions from him was too tempting to resist.
Sucking her bottom lip into her mouth, she slowly slid her hand between her breasts and down her stomach until her fingers grazed the top of her pussy. Teasing the black curls of her pubic hair, Ardara forced her air in an out of her lungs in a steady rhythm, before holding it and pushing a finger on either side of her clit.
“Fuck,” Grayson muttered, his grip tightening against her thighs. “You have no idea how perfect that looks.”
She couldn’t look at him anymore, not if she wanted to keep some semblance of control. Turning her head and squeezing her eyes shut, she massaged either side of her clit, teasing the sensitive skin without actually touching it. Moisture clung to the curls, transferring to her fingertips as she circled her entrance. When she pushed two fingers inside, Grayson moaned.
“Yeah, that’s it. Keep doing that.” His breath was hot on her clit. It was the only warning she got before he sucked it into his mouth.
Pressing up hard against the top of her walls, she squeezed around her fingers as Grayson lapped at her with his tongue. He flicked the hood in a steady rhythm with the tip of his tongue, stopping every once in a bit to circle the nub. She tried to increase the rate of her thrusts, but he pulled her hand away and replaced it with his own.
Longer fingers, thicker—they pushed her right up to the edge. Grayson always knew how to play her body, have her dancing to his commands, like one of his ship’s engines. He curled his fingers, milking her, pulling her closer to heaven. Every nerve in her body fired, her skin amplifying even the lightest of touches. Nipples painfully hard, she reached up with her free hand to roll one, moaning as it sent a jolt of pleasure through to her pussy.
“I forgot how good you tasted.” He dipped his head down and jammed his tongue in beside his fingers, spearing her.
Ardara drove her hands into his hair in a vain attempt to move his head where she wanted it. He was too strong to be directed, never moving where she needed him to go to give her what she wanted. Grayson flattened his tongue, licking a path from below her opening all the way past the top of her clit. Ardara’s body began to shake—she was so close to the edge it would only take one or two more times.
Grayson jerked his head up, causing Ardara to cry out at the loss. “Dammit, Gray.”
“Oh no. I want to be deep inside you when you come. I want to feel you clamp down on my cock as you’re screaming my name.”
She whimpered at his words and went limp as he crawled over her body and settled his cock against her pussy. Only once he was settled did she wrap her legs around him and cant her hips up.
“Fuck me,” she whispered, biting on his neck, mimicking his earlier move. “Fuck me hard.”
With a shimmy of his hips, he was lined up and thrust into her with a single motion. They both gasped, Grayson holding still to let them both adjust.
There was no time for casual sex when they were out in the depths of space. If they weren’t fucking another crew member, then the only relief they got was by their own hand. Ardara knew Grayson hadn’t been with anyone else on the ship, and he’d been her last fuck. Things were going to be over faster than either of them would like.
When he pulled back, she wanted to moan at the emptiness, the intensity of the vacuum he’d left behind. Then he started the steady in and out, thrust and loss of him filling her pussy to capacity. Leaning forward, he ground hard against her clit, pulling her higher and higher, making her wetter than she’d ever imaged she could get.
“So good,” he muttered against her neck. “Missed this. You.”
“Gray.”
As he pounded into her, Ardara arched her back, mouth falling open in a silent scream as her orgasm hit. It lasted for an eternity of seconds before she was able to suck in a breath and scream. Grayson moaned just as loud, thrusting wildly into her, all control stripped away. His guttural cry echoed in her ears and pulled another, smaller pulse of release from her body.
Sweat slicked, Grayson rolled onto his back, but pulled her with him. Now half draped over his body, she rested her head over his pounding heart. She felt him swallow and sigh.
“Ho, ho, ho?” she asked, looking up at him.
“You have no fucking idea.” He grinned and placed a kiss on the top of her head. “So, you liked your Christmas Eve?”
She circled his nipple with her fingertip. “I did. What brought all this on anyway?”
His arm tightened around her. “Nothing, just thought it would be a fun way to spend a night.”
“I think you’re going to end up on the naughty list.”
She didn’t think he was going to answer her at all. Still, when he rubbed his chin on the top of her head, she wasn’t ready for his answer.
“I’ve been thinking a lot about things. Us, really. I got wondering if maybe we should give things another go.”
“What?” She pushed up on her arms and turned to look at him. “Are you serious?”
“We weren’t that bad you know. Sure I was an asshole sometimes, and you can be pretty stubborn when you want to be.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face and gave her a lopsided smile. “But you have to admit, we were pretty awesome together.”
Her stomach flopped over, and for once it had nothing to do with the food in the mess hall. She could really have this—him—and stop spending her nights alone in her cabin, tucked in with her memories and regrets.
Ardara smiled back at him, pressing a kiss to his chest. “I think I might like that.”
“Really?”
“What, you thought I’d say no after all this? Santa lacking in confidence?”
He chuckled. “Maybe a little.” Capturing her chin in his hand, he leaned closer, lips only an inch away. “It’s also customary to give loved ones presents on Christmas.”
“It is?”
“Yup. Want one?”
Her breath caught, and her heart raced as Grayson kissed her. Not a lust fuelled one like earlier. This time it was simple and sweet, a promise of what they could make happen together. When he pulled back, they were both grinning.
“Merry Christmas, Dara.”
“Merry Christmas.” She turned her head and placed it back over his heart. She’d nearly drifted off to sleep when a thought popped into her head. “Next year, can I be Santa?”
The End
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By TJ Michaels
Chapter One
“So where would you like to go today?” Heis asked without looking up from the succulent herbs he chopped.
Dara had always thought there was nothing sexier than a man who knew his way around a science lab…until she met Heis. And his housemate, Ren, was as equally nice package. Both men were average height, but that’s where average ended.
Heis was sexy in the kitchen, in the living room, or anywhere else he chose to be. Platinum white hair formed a riot of soft curls all over his head. His skin was silky smooth, fair as morning sunshine in midsummer, and he had eyes as blue as that same sky. His build was muscular but not overly bulky, like he worked out everyday then ran miles and miles on top of that. Stamina. Oh yes, that’s what he made her think of. Stamina, as in Energizer Bunny, go, go, go, do-it-all-night stamina.
On the other hand, Ren made her body crackle while her mind simply shut down, brought low by thoughts too nasty to contemplate.
Just then, Ren appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, still wet from a shower. Water pearled on his darkly tanned skin. His chest had a light smattering of hair, barely there but not sparse or patchy. She wondered briefly if it would be as soft against her fingers as it looked. Ren’s face was all angles and lines, including the unique shape of his crystal-gray eyes. Tipped up at the sides, those eyes make him look like a jaguar, complete with powerful build and sleek composition. Dark wet waves of hair plastered against his head, he moved fully into the room and dropped a kiss on Heis’ cheek, then her own.
Dara’s gaze instinctively followed the movement of his thickly muscled forearm as he used a cloth to dry his hair. Was everything about these men sexy? Guess so.
Ren winked. Dara beamed. Amazing how such nicely put-together yummy hunks could be such geeks. No wonder she fit in so well here. Who’d have thought that a nerdy, physics-loving sistah from Mill Valley would find a way to travel to other planes and hang out with ridiculously handsome magical dudes?
“How about we take her to the outer rim, Heis? Last time we visited, we spent very little time there.” Ren turned to her, eyes twinkling. “You up for teleporting, Dara?” he asked, moving close enough to give her a whiff of whatever he’d washed with. Mmmm. “Last time I was sure you were going to lose your breakfast.”
She was eager to try teleporting again. She’d already mastered tele-flight. The Flightmaster was a magical creature like all the others here in Luminesium. The man waved his hand and the next thing you knew, you sprouted wings from your back and flew directly to whatever destination you asked him to send you. And it only cost forty sineh, something like forty cents.
But tele-flight could only get you to local sites. To go further required the services of a Teleporter. Teleporting meant jumping through a conjured portal and immediately appearing wherever you were sent. The sensation was quite different than flying.
“Yes, I’d love to go. But only if I can get home in time to spend New Year’s Eve with my family. It’s a tradition.”
Heis looked up from his task. “We can take a trip to Deluslan, be back here in time for dinner, and still get you home on time, short stuff. Besides, Ren has been working on a spell for manipulating space-time and I’ve been working on a new compound to assist in the mending of muscle protein. And you could get some information on magical creatures indigenous to our world. A trip to the library in Del would work for all of us.”
“Great,” Dara said, sticking her finger in the pot Heis stirred. He smacked her hand as her finger disappeared into the sauce, then into her mouth. God, it was delicious.
*****
After a wonderful trip to Deluslan, they’d enjoyed a dinner that was second to none. Luminesium was altogether different from her home. Water and sky vividly colored with undercurrents of violets and blues. Lush foliage and trees the likes of which she’d never seen, indescribably scented with leaves, stalks and trunks full of sparkles and light. Fruits and edibles full of flavor that burst on the tongue like the most silvery yellow rainbow.
But to Dara’s surprise, Heis and Ren had a thing for yummies from her neck of the woods. At this time of year there was no fresh fruit and very few fresh herbs available to them. However, Dara had the advantage of Walmart and Costco and could still get fresh tropical fruits like pineapple, various veggies, and all manner of herbs, though rosemary seemed to be their favorite.
Foodie holidays like Thanksgiving and Christmas weren’t celebrated here. Instead, they honored the solstice, and Dara had wanted to treat them to a special meal—a small turkey, honey-baked ham, Delicata squash so sweet it tasted like sweet potatoes, cilantro, tomatoes, and on it went. Heis had worked wonders with what she’d brought. There was nothing quite like a meal made with magic energies. It seemed sweeter, more tender somehow.
Stuffed full and practically waddling, they headed for the huge hollowed out tree behind Ren and Heis’ house.
Dara lifted her face to the bright sun, thanked the universe for her many blessings, and climbed inside. She sat and concentrated on her third-eye and the energy around her. Then she sat some more. And some more. Nothing. Not a flare, nor a flash. Not even a ripple in the fabric of reality that would allow her to go home.
Dara turned to her friends, knowing the panic she tried to suppress was displayed on her face. If she couldn’t get through the portal, what was she going to do?
“Guys, what’s going on? Why can’t I get through?”
Heis and Ren stuck their heads through the opening, obviously surprised she was still there. Dara climbed out and watched them join hands, close their eyes, and let their magic flow through them. Their minds reached out and infused the air, their magic probing, seeking, damn near crackling in the air around them. This was a serious moment, yet the sheer essence of their powers combined with their dead-sexiness sent her mind off on a very nasty tangent.
Though her eyes were open, images flew through her mind like a waking vision...a vision of Ren, naked and wet from his customary early morning shower. Fragrant oils mixed with the beading water as she rubbed it over his chest, then around to his back. She started at his shoulders, massaged the muscles on either side of his spine clear down to the perfect globes of his ass. He spread his legs a bit as her hands worked over and around his thighs and hamstrings.
Just at the curve of his backside where ass met thigh, Dara’s fingertips delved a bit deeper as she rubbed the oil between his cheeks. Fingertips brushed the base of his sac and lingered. The skin there was so soft. Hot. Ren sucked in a deep breath and let it out on a moan.
Oh wait, that wasn’t a fantasy moan. This sound was raw and very, very real.
“Dara?” Ren whispered.
Her eyes went from glazed over to focused just in time to catch Ren’s smile as the intense buzz of his and Heis’ power wavered a bit. She gulped at how clear her mind’s eye saw—practically felt—the warmth of Ren’s skin against her fingers. Breath hitched in her throat. Ren’s eyes remained closed, but his smile got bigger.
“Dara, control your thoughts. You are making this difficult.”
The result was an immediate blush from her scalp to the hairs on her little brown pinky toes.
“There is no need to be embarrassed,” Heis said. “We find you just as beautiful. However, we must concentrate to discover why you are not allowed through.”
“But-but, how could you tell what I was thinking?”
“When we’re joined together like this, all our senses are amplified...including our typically dormant, empathic ones.”
Empathic ones? Aw, hell.
“Oh. Uh, well, sorry.”
Dara backed up quickly, putting a bit of space between her and the two most gorgeous men in the whole universe. Then she turned her thoughts to quantum mechanics, the new paleo diet she was going to try once she got home, anything to keep her head off their drum-tight asses.
A few moments passed before Ren called out to her.
“There seems to be a disruption in the energy flow around us. We can feel it, touch it to about a mile that way.” Ren pointed east. “And a mile that way.” Then he pointed straight up. “It doesn’t feel like a magical disruption, but more like an energy-based one.”
“So what does it mean?” Dara asked. Her heart rate took off as the implications of what he was saying began to sink in. This wasn’t just a local event.
Heis raised his face to the sky and looked intently as if he could divine the issue by simply staring at the sky. “It feels solar. Could be an alignment issue or a flare of some sort. Since it is not magical in nature, there is nothing we can do, no way to remove whatever is keeping you from getting through. I am so sorry, Dara.”
A quick trip back to Deluslan then another via tele-flight saw them to the next village over. Ren and Heis took her straight to the Chief Mage who took them all to the Head Science Officer who took them to the Brigade General of Deluslan himself.
The afternoon was spent having her head stuffed full of detailed information on how magic can be affected by solar anomalies, looking at star charts, and parsing data. By nightfall, Dara wanted nothing more than to scream, kick someone’s ass, and cry.
New Year’s Eve was tomorrow. And she couldn’t get home.
In short, she was screwed.
Chapter Two
Ren’s mind moved a mile a minute as he lay on the padded table. His skin was bared to the late evening air but he hardly felt the chill. He felt terrible. This was all his fault.
A moment later Heis joined him out on the patio and set a couple of towels and a bottle or two down on the small table next to where Ren tried to relax. Heis rubbed his hands together. The sweet scent of silky sandaleaf oil filled the air. Then strong fingers sank into the tense muscles of Ren’s back, right beneath the edge of his shoulder blades.
“What are you sulking about, Ren?”
“I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming. And now because of my short-sightedness, Dara is disappointed. God, there is nothing worse than seeing that woman unhappy.”
“Yeah, I know. It breaks my heart to see her so sad. But I don’t see how it’s your fault.”
“Think about it, Heis. Our astronomers have detected a number of instabilities due to the interstellar cloud that our solar system is currently passing through.”
“So…”
“Ouch!” Ren flinched as Heis passed over a particularly knotted bunch of muscle near his scapula.
“You were saying? And stop tensing up. You’re wasting my time.”
“Snarky-assed, curly-haired pipsqueak.”
“Pipsqueak? I’m taller than you are, idiot.”
With a chuckle, Heis went back to torturing Ren’s sore back. Ren took a deep breath and released it, then forced his body to relax while Heis worked.
“While working on the space-time theory with the astronomers in Del, we came across some solar activity that spans several planes.”
“Again, so?”
“Dara might be from a different plane, but we are still on the same planet under the same sun. The cloud is affecting the magnetic field just outside the solar system, which means it’s affecting our planet as well.”
“What does that have to do with her not being able to pass through to her own reality?”
“Magic is a type of energy, right?”
“I’m getting tired of saying ‘so’,” Heis replied.
“Man, you should spend more time reading and less time in the kitchen. Ouch!”
“You were saying?”
“Magic is an energy just like any other, and the solar instability is just enough to affect it. Back on Dara’s plane, they are probably experiencing slight interruptions in microwave and satellite-based energies. If I don’t find some kind of way around this, Dara is stuck here until it stabilizes.”
“How long is that?”
“The astronomers are estimating another week or so and we’ll be out of the cloud.”
“I wouldn’t mind having Dara here for that long.”
Neither would Ren. In fact, he wished she’d stay forever. But she loved her life back on her own plane. And knowing she would miss her friends and family made Ren’s insides clench. No matter how much he wanted her, he couldn’t bear the thought of seeing her unhappy.
“Dara is stuck here against her will. I would never want to do that to her.”
“But it’s not your fault.”
“I know, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.”
“So what do you propose?”
“You done beating on me?” Ren asked.
“For now. Why?”
“I think there’s a way to at least temporarily encourage our girl.”
“Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”
“You have any problems with it?” Ren asked as he rose from the padded table and headed back inside.
“I don’t have a problem with it. Would love it, in fact. I’m quite attracted to the woman, though she obviously wants you more.”
Ren said nothing, just kept moving towards their destination.
“You know she thinks you and I are lovers right?”
“Does she really?” Ren asked.
At Heis’ nod, Ren’s only reply was, “Good.”
The first real smile since Ren learned that Dara was stuck here spread wolfishly across his lips. He knew he looked every bit one of the predators Dara had told them about. Big cats that lived out in the plains of a fertile land that stalked about in the night. And he reveled in it.
*****
Dara sensed them before they entered the bedroom. Interesting.
Whenever she was here, walking among these people, breathing their air and eating their food, she began to feel like one of them. Even her own typically absent magical abilities came awake. Barely a spark compared to the natives of Luminesium, but it was a spark nonetheless. And right now that spark told her that Ren and Heis approached and something was...different. What was up with these two?
Remaining under the covers, Dara felt her skin heat the closer they got to her door. Seconds later, it opened with a quiet hiss and they stepped inside on silent feet.
“Hi guys. What’s going on?” Shit. She hadn’t been able to keep the quaver out of her voice.
These two were already protective enough of her that they’d practically convinced themselves that they could control anomalies like interstellar clouds. If they knew she’d been crying, they’d try to move heaven and earth, literally, to give her what she wanted. She so didn’t want them to feel bad about what was clearly out of their control.
Dara didn’t sit up, couldn’t quite face them. She was simply too torn. She wanted to go home and be with her family, her brother and two sisters, her mom and gran-gran...but she was also happy to be here for a few more days.
In fact, this visit had been more difficult than any of the previous ones. Dara just couldn’t keep her mind off of sex. She wanted to roll over and scream “Fuck me now!” at the top of her lungs. It was ridiculous. She’d always been insanely attracted to Ren, and very attracted to Heis, but this visit, it was as if she’d taken a horny pill with their names on it.
But what if they didn’t feel the same? It would be beyond embarrassing. Gah!
‘God, please let them turn around and leave before I do something stupid...like jump ‘em.’
Ren broke the silence. “Dara, turn over and look at me.”
She shook her head.
“Dara, please. Turn over, sweetling.”
Sweetling? Well that was new. She rolled over to face Ren...and almost died.
The man stood there completely naked. He glowed like a bronze god under the luminaries on the walls. The glow seemed to float from his fingertips and away from his body like tendrils of incense made of sex and magic. He had some kind of oil on his skin. The fragrance wound its way into her lungs and tightened them...made her tense from head to toe, made her skin crackle and hum.
Lord the man was amazing—beyond fine and fabulously, deliciously, uber hard!
One glance at that cock of his, and Dara’s insides melted and pooled into liquid longing. The lips of her pussy began to fill and ache, and he hadn’t even touched her. Wow, these faery-type magic flinging men were potent as hell! The effect he had on her was instantaneous. Hmmm, what to do first? Close her eyes and wrap one hand around a swelling breast and reach for Ren? Or sink her fingers into her quickly soaking pussy and work out her frustrations with trembling and lots of orgasms?
“Dara, I’ve wanted to do this since the day you walked out of thin air and into our lives.”
What? What did he say? She was tempted to tap herself on the side of the head just to make sure she heard correctly.
“I don’t want you to think I feel sorry for you or that I’m coming to you now simply because you can’t go home.”
Finally able to form words, Dara said, “Huh.” How wonderfully well-spoken. Jeesh.
“In other words,” Heis spoke up, “this is not a pity fuck. We want you. Have for a long time.”
“Really? B-but, why now?”
“I can’t speak for Heis, but I can say that I want you to know, to understand how much you’ve come to mean to me. If you never went home again, I’d be the happiest Luminesiant alive.”
“Dara, let us make you feel better. We know we’re not your family, but we hope to be just as close to you over time.” As he spoke, Heis peeled off his houseman’s robe and revealed the smoothest creamiest flesh Dara had ever seen on a man. It made her think of French vanilla ice cream...and she wanted to lick it. A lot.
“Yes. You’ve become very important to us, sweetling. Please. Let us make you feel better.”
Ren eased the covers back and climbed in on one side while Heis moved around to the other side of the big bed.
In seconds she found herself surrounded by two six-foot packages of Irresistible. Ren pressed against her front. Heis pressed against her back. Hot, their flesh was so hot. And that heat sank into her own body and stirred the longing she’d been fighting, stirred it into a frenzy and set it loose.
*****
Dara didn’t think she had a poetic bone in her body. If it didn’t have to do with physics or the workings of magic, she didn’t typically have much to say. But the things Ren made her feel? God, she could write odes about it. Chapters and chapters of ‘em.
The man started the encounter by sliding beneath the sheets and fitting his body against hers—curve to curve, dip to dip. In seconds they were breath to breath, his mouth on hers with a gentle coax of lips and teeth that set her insides to dancing.
The kiss started gentle enough, and then his arms tightened around her until she felt the bulge of his biceps beneath her shoulder blades. She could tell he wanted to crush her to him and that the effort of not doing so pushed him toward the edge of some unseen peak.
And that kiss, that trading of breath and longing, went on and on…until Dara inhaled sharply at the buzzing charge that flashed through her belly. The cause? The press of Heis’ erect cock lining the crease of her buttocks. Hot, thick, hard. A mix of velvety smooth skin stretched taut over veined hardness.
Heis’ arms came around her body. One arm pillowed her head as his fingers gently burrowed into the thick locs to massage her scalp. The other hand eased beneath a swelling breast to weigh and squeeze the mound, to roll her nipple between insistent fingers and then tug them until her breath had trouble choosing whether to saw in and out or remain stuck in her lungs.
Dara was almost overwhelmed, surrounded by so much male. Ren teased from the front, Heis rolled against her like the incoming tide from the back. And it felt so good. So, so good.
“Heis, roll to your back and take Dara with you.”
And just like that she was stretched out with her back to Heis front, as if the man was a big firm pillow.
Without another word, Ren arranged her so that her legs were outside of Heis. Heis took the cue, bent his knees which raised and parted her thighs to the perfect angle. Her mind reeled with the possibilities now that Ren had complete and easy access to all her cocoa-pink parts. And one part in particular was weeping until she could feel her own cream run from her pussy and down the crack of her ass, no doubt leaving trails of dew clear down to Heis’ ball sac.
Heis crooned directly into her ear. “Gods, Dara, you feel so good against me. Wiggle that ass against my cock, lovely.” Then soft juicy licks fell on her lobes as Heis tasted his way down the side of her neck, sucking and nibbling.
Dara let her head loll in whatever direction it wanted while obeying Heis’ command. Hell, she couldn’t help it. The way these men played with her body made it impossible to stay still. A sharp nip at the cords of her neck had her making a few demands of her own.
“Heis, oh God, please. Mark me.”
“Where, lovely? Here?” He licked just below her ear.
“No.” She was panting now. “Lower.”
“Here?” Heis bit down on the tendon where neck met shoulder. Dara shivered violently, couldn’t help it. But that wasn’t the spot. Wasn’t the spot that made her stomach clench so tightly she thought she’d come just from him kissing her there. He’d found it only moments before. God, please let him find it again.
“Here?” Heis sank his teeth into that spot. Dara’s fingers found the sheets and tugged. Hard.
“Yes! Right there. Suck it. Mark me.”
Her whole body got in on the action as Heis’ hands explored her body and his mouth left his mark on her flesh.
“Mmm, that it’s, Dara. Enjoy this. Revel in it. Take what you want and tell us what you need.”
Need? Need? What she needed was...
“More. Oh God, more.”
“More? That we can definitely do.”
Ren touched and teased her with the backs of his hands, with wrist, knuckles and fingertips. He caught her nipples in the webbing between his fingers. An indelicate moan turned into a needy plea when he tensed his hand and gently pulled it away, taking her nipple and areola with it.
*****
The scent of Dara’s pussy reached up, grabbed Ren by his neck and pulled him toward it. God, she smelled so good. Her body was ready for him, he knew it. Could see the honey dripping from her, especially with her laid out on top of Heis with her legs open and inviting.
Heis sucked on her neck like a starved man. Dara’s whole body hummed and writhed. It was a beautiful sight. But an image flashed into his mind that was even more lovely—his mouth on that hot cunt while Heis was buried balls-deep inside of her.
“Dara, look at me.”
She lifted her head a bit and looked down her body and directly into his eyes. She looked sleepy eyed, her lips parted just a bit as she breathed roughly through them.
“Lift your hips just a little bit.”
Ren reached underneath her ass and wrapped a hand around Heis’ cock. It was the first time he’d ever touched his best friend in such a manner. Heis met his gaze with a smirk and that was all the permission he needed to continue.
He tucked the head of Heis’ cock at the entrance of Dara’s soaked pussy and all three pairs of eyes met, then Dara’s slipped closed on a delicious moan as Heis surged forward.
“Do you like it, Dara? Does it feel good?”
“Oh God, yes. So good. More, harder.”
“You like it rough, lovely?” Heis asked.
“God, yes. Fuck me.”
The cock of his best friend plowed away, and Dara went mad. But it was nothing compared to her reaction to Ren’s tongue lashing her clit as Heis fucked her deep.
“Ren, my God, I’m close.”
Heis had readily agreed when Ren asked him to join in Dara’s pleasure. The man knew that Dara was Ren’s heart. Heis would never, ever come inside of a woman that wasn’t his. For that, Ren was grateful.
“Let me bring her first,” Ren responded.
Dara would come first this time and every other time. But Heis wasn’t the only one close to blowing. The sight of Heis’ cock shuttling in and out of Dara’s plump, ready flesh caused the skin to literally tighten all over Ren’s body. The pleasure on the woman’s face, the tautness of her body as she came close to coming, the unashamed and unrestrained heated words that flew from her mouth. Telling him that she liked it. Telling him she wanted more. Telling him she wanted him. It was almost enough to make him come without anyone laying a finger, tongue or anything else on his cock.
“It’s too good. I’m gonna die, Ren.”
With a firm Ren stilled Heis’ thrusting and put all his concentration on Dara’s clit. Flicked it. Swirled his tongue around it. Spread her juicy lips and flat out ate it.
Dara came on a scream as Heis bit his own lip trying to keep himself sane.
“Fuck! Her pussy is so tight. I swear she’s milking my cock,” Heis ground out.
“Now, Heis.”
With that, Heis flipped Dara over, pulled out of her still pulsing pussy and put his hand to cock in a frenzy of flying fingers and palm. He came on a shout just as Ren deep-ended Dara’s lovely cunt.
Ass up, head down and hands tearing at the sheets, she was close to coming again. Ren could feel it. Could feel her pulling at his magic just as her flesh pulled at his cock.
The silky hot slide of sleek inner muscles caressed his cock as it parted her aching flesh. With each stroke she bowed and arched her back, pushed back on her knees seeking more of the exquisite sensation.
The ridge of his dick stretched the tight opening of her pussy as he pulled out enough to stimulate only the band of muscle and flesh just inside of her gate. And that’s all he would give her. Just that little bit.
“Stop teasing me, Ren. Give it to me. Please.”
But he couldn’t. If Ren gave her any more, he would lose it.
“If you don’t fuck me I swear I won’t bring you any more rosemary,” she yelled. Actually yelled. Wow.
“Oh, God, Ren. I need it, need you. Please.”
He couldn’t help but grin. Obviously he was doing something right. But then again, he needed to make sure she understood where he was coming from. He needed to hear her say she wanted him again.
“Dara, do you want me to pull out so Heis can make you come?”
“No. You. I want you, Ren.”
“Are you sure?”
“God, yes. I like Heis, but I need you. Occasional sharing, sure, but right now, ‘nuff talking, more fucking.”
“Bossy,” he said unable to keep the smile out of his voice.
“You have no idea. Now fuck me already. I’m dying here.”
“You already came once.”
“Uh huh. Two more to go.”
*****
Dara drifted off to sleep, well loved and smiling. While she had indeed come two more times, Ren knew that what would make her ultimately happy was to be with her family tomorrow. If he could just figure out the last few pieces of the puzzle he could make it happen for her. He had to try, even if it took him all night.
Ren whispered into the lamp lit room.
“You know what we have to do, right?”
Without a word, Heis rose from the bed and said, “I’ll put on some of that coffee stuff Dara brought. This is going to be a long night.”
“Yes,” Ren said. “But she’s worth it.”
“That she is.”
*****
There it was again, a nudge against her mind. Go away, damn it. I’m trying to sleep.
Dara stretched, enjoying the delicious pull of muscles that hadn’t been used in quite awhile until last night. A smile kicked up the corners of her mouth as thought after thought played through her mind. Thoughts of Ren’s mouth tasting her so intimately. Thoughts of Ren’s hands sliding over her flesh, kneading the muscles of her thighs and ass. Ooh, and the talented way he used his teeth. And Heis had added to that wonderful mix. Good Lord, those men had skills.
“Dara, wake up.”
“No. No wanna,” she told whoever was messing with her sleep time.
Finally after several annoying moments, she went ahead and opened her eyes. She’d have rather remained dozing but there was obviously no help for it.
Strange. The voice in her head that pushed insistently against her mind sounded a lot like Ren. Why didn’t he just shake her awake rather than being so annoying? She rolled over and met...nothing. No warm strong arms came around her. No thickly muscles thighs rubbed against hers. No morning erection. She was alone. Damn.
Eyes half-open, Dara lay completely still. It looked like her bedroom. Felt like her sheets. Smelled like the air freshener she always used. She sat up and looked a bit more closely at her surroundings.
Had she been here all along? No, the delicious soreness between her thighs was very real. The tenderness of her breasts as the sheets moved over them was no illusion. She reached down and touched the bud of her clit, closed her eyes and thought of Ren’s expert loving there. Immediately the little bundle began to fill and throb. Real. It had all been real, yet she was home!
She unfolded a note on the bed as the last of the cobwebs faded from her muddled thoughts. The note was written in Ren’s flowing script and signed by both of them.
Dearest Dara,
While I would like nothing more than to have you here I know how important your family is to you. Heis and I worked all night to perfect my space-time spell. We brought you home while you slept, and in your plane it should be yesterday. You’ll be a bit groggy as a result of moving through space-time. It’ll wear off after a few hours’ sleep. Everything should be back to normal by this time next week and Heis and I plan to come visit you then. I’ve left a very special gift for you, sweetling. We will miss you every day until we see you again.
Love,
Ren and Heis
A small envelope fell from the note she held in her hands. As she opened it, tendrils of magic floated out. It was some of Ren’s magic, a part of himself somehow infused into the paper itself. It brought with it an awareness of him, as if his presence was just out of reach, practically brushing against her skin.
Fully awake now, as the last of the cobwebs cleared her head a very satisfied male voice whispered then faded leaving anticipation in its wake.
“Happy New Year, Dara. See you soon.”
Yes, a very Happy New Year indeed.
The End
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By Karen Erickson
Chapter One
Yearning.
It hit her hard and fast, and Carly knew without even seeing him that he was close by. Her best friend, Michaela, mentioned he might show up at the New Year’s Eve party she was throwing, but Carly hadn’t believed her. He rarely showed up at parties.
He was too busy doing…other things.
But then she heard his voice, and her lids drifted closed of their own volition as she savored the sound. A deep, velvety baritone that slithered over her skin, burned through her veins, throbbed in the very heart of her.
Her eyes flashed open as she heard Michaela squeal of surprise, most likely lunging for him, wrapping him in a bear hug. Carly should be jealous…really, she should, because when had she ever felt confident enough, brave enough to wrap her arms around him? She couldn’t be jealous, though. Not when she knew Michaela didn’t care for Brendon Walker like that.
She had a boyfriend. Austin was madly in love with her and the feeling was mutual. Carly was definitely jealous of that.
That’s all she ever wanted. A man who lusted for her, a man who wanted her above all else. Devotion, passion, laughter, a friend, a lover…was that too much to ask for?
Carly didn’t think so. Yet it proved near impossible to obtain—at least for her.
“Hey.” A warm, broad hand landed upon her bare shoulder, and she turned to find Brendon standing before her, a slight smile curving his luscious lips. His hand still rested on her shoulder, his fingers giving her flesh a little squeeze, and she felt the slightest bit lightheaded at his closeness, at his touch.
“Hi,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. A miracle he could even hear her what with all the noise the crowd made as they anticipated the twelve o’clock hour.
“What are you doing here?” His hand dropped away, almost reluctantly, she thought and then immediately dismissed the idea. She wanted to believe that. No way could it be true.
He didn’t care about her. He cared about all sorts of people, showered his attention upon them, flaunted them right in front of her, but he never behaved as if she was anything special. As if she meant anything to him.
How she wished…
“Um, I was invited?” she finally answered, letting the statement sound more like a question because why would he ask something like that? He knew she and Michaela were best friends. Austin was one of his oldest and dearest friends; Brendon had hung out with them as a group more than a few times. Just enough to tempt her, to drive her crazy with wanting him, then disappointing her because she knew her feelings were impossible.
He laughed, a wonderfully happy sound that warmed her insides. “Well, I figured that. I just assumed you’d have a hot date and wouldn’t want to waste your time on a simple party like this.”
Her mouth dropped open. If anything, he would be the one on a hot date, the one who wouldn’t waste his time at a simple party such as this. And it was a simple party, held at Michaela and Austin’s apartment, crowded to the hilt with people, good friends. Chips and dip and cheap booze flowed, lots of laughter and music and the New Year’s Rockin’ Eve special played on the flat screen, the sound muted.
This party was just her style. And so not Brendon’s.
“You’re the one who rarely makes any of our get-togethers,” she accused, her tone pointed, her expression hopefully neutral. She didn’t mean to be confrontational, but what the hell did he mean by his statement?
Shrugging, he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “I’ve been meaning to change that.”
“Oh?” She arched a brow.
Brendon nodded, his rich brown gaze never leaving hers. “New Year’s resolutions and all that stuff, right?”
“You make resolutions?”
“Well yeah, doesn’t everyone?”
“Not really.” She nibbled on her lower lip. “Every time I try I always end up breaking them. I’m tired of setting myself up for failure.”
“I used to be the same way.” His expression was solemn as he stared at her. “I’m trying to change that.”
Wow. One of the things she liked best about Brendon was all of that moody intensity he had going on. Dark and brooding, the typical rebel every good girl wanted to secretly bang, that was Brendon. Tonight he dressed the part, as usual. In worn jeans, aged black leather jacket, and a plain gray T-shirt, he looked like the typical bad boy.
A bad boy she desperately, desperately wanted.
“Well, good for you,” she said. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
“I think I already have.”
*****
Brendon wondered if he spoke too soon. She blinked up at him, this pretty little thing he’d wanted for what felt like ages. Those pale hazel eyes wide, her pink lips pursed in a way that made him want to kiss her. Just lean in and press his lips against hers, delve his tongue into the hot recesses of her mouth.
Would she be shocked and shove him away? Or would she slip her arms around him and give in to it?
Carly felt the attraction between them, he knew she did. He’d ignored it for so long he’d been afraid it was gone. He would have only himself to blame. After months and months of denying his feelings, he was finally ready to embrace them, embrace everything in his life he’d denied.
She was the beginning. Carly. And his nerves had been for nothing. The moment he saw her, touched her, held her gaze, he knew.
The attraction was still there. Strong and hot and crackling between them like a raging fire. A fire he didn’t want to extinguish. No, he wanted to stoke it, to throw a couple of more logs on and get those flames burning bright between them.
He shook his head, running a hand along the raspy stubble growing on his jaw. He was thinking like a damn poetic fool all over a woman.
“Wh—what did you just say?”
Her question knocked him from his reverie, and his gaze met hers once more, drinking in her delicate beauty, the little crease between her brows that always formed when she was confused.
Damn it, he didn’t want to confuse her. He wanted to confess his feelings for her. Ask her if she felt the same way about him.
“Listen, you want to go outside for a minute? I need some fresh air.” It wasn’t a lie. Yeah, he was trying to get her alone, but damn if he wasn’t burning up. Felt a little claustrophobic what with all the people milling about.
“It’s freezing out there.” She rubbed her hands along her exposed upper arms, drawing his attention yet again to what she wore. Some sort of sparkly, black-sequined sleeveless top that clung to the rounded curve of her breasts and a simple little black skirt that showed off the length of her legs.
A sexy little package he wanted to unwrap. Like some sort of delayed Christmas present he’d anticipated for what felt like ages.
“Real quick, I promise.” He flashed his most charming smile. The one he practiced and used for years. But this time, this very moment, it was actually sincere. “Please?”
“Well, how can I resist that?” she muttered. “Let’s go then.”
Brendon took her by the arm, unable to resist the excuse to touch her again. Her skin was warm, smooth, and silky soft. Her sweet scent made his cock jerk behind the fly of his jeans, and he wished he could cut the bullshit and tell her he wanted her. Wanted her as more than just a friend or a quick lay.
He wanted her in a serious way. And he normally didn’t do serious. But he wanted to be serious with her.
Maybe, just maybe, she’d feel the same way…
Chapter Two
“Oh, my God,” Carly yelped as Brendon pulled the sliding glass door closed, cutting off all warmth, all the friendly chatter and loud music. The cold winter night air smacked her right in the face with a heavy gust of wind, setting her teeth to chattering, and she rubbed her arms briskly as if that might help warm her.
It didn’t.
This went to show she’d follow this man to the ends of the earth just to be near him.
“Come here,” he murmured, his husky voice sending another kind of chill along her nerve endings, and then he yanked her into his arms, her hands braced against the firm expanse of his chest.
She gazed up at him in surprise, wondering why he was doing this. Had he finally realized the mad crush she’d had on him for what felt like forever? And now maybe he took advantage of it because, well, he was that kind of guy?
One part of her really hoped not and another part just wanted this chance. A single chance at finding out exactly what sort of magic Brendon could weave upon her.
“Better?” He smoothed his hands up and down her back, along her bare arms, his touch warm, assured and so very, very slow. His gaze lingered upon hers, lids heavy, eyes smoldering with unspoken messages. She could only stare up at him in mute wonder, wishing she could read his mind, desperate to find out what would happen next.
Prepared for him to release his hold on her and act as if he never touched her, looked at her like that.
“Yes,” she answered, nodding her head. Her hair came loose from the clip she pulled it back with and fell across her cheek. She reached to brush the lock away but he beat her to the punch, his fingers slowly tucking it behind her ear before their blunt tips drifted across her cheek.
Tingles scattered all over her body, and she stood rigid within his embrace, her breath lodged in her chest. She waited for his next move, her head spinning from lack of oxygen, and she licked at her suddenly dry mouth.
He groaned, so low she almost didn’t hear it, and she leaned in closer, tilting her head back in subtle invitation.
“Carly.” Brendon whispered her name, and her eyes slid closed when she felt his breath feather across her lips. “I’ve wanted this for so long.”
Yes. Despite the frigid cold, despite the location, she wanted this, had waited for it for far too long. His mouth hovered just above hers for a fraction of a second, but it felt like hours, days. Years. Her lips parted, her breath hitched, and then he was kissing her. Softly, sweetly and his tongue darted across her upper lip.
The kiss went on and on, an endless, a delicious meeting of lips she didn’t want to stop. She heard the sliding glass door open, heard someone’s startled “Oh, sorry,” but she didn’t open her eyes, didn’t so much as move an inch away from this man who held her as if he cherished her. Who kissed her as if he never wanted to kiss another woman again.
She didn’t want this moment to end.
But she couldn’t stop shaking and though it was partially because of him, it was also because of the freezing temperature. If they wanted to continue this further—and she most definitely wanted to—they really couldn’t do anything about it on her best friend’s balcony.
“We should go inside,” he whispered against her lips and she nodded.
“We should,” she agreed.
His mouth curved into a smile. “Do you want to stay until midnight?”
No, no, no, she wanted to shout. Instead, she gave a little shrug as he moved away from her. “I guess so.”
Brendon studied her, his gaze careful, assessing. His mouth even fuller than normal, his hair mussed, all because of her. Her mouth on his, her hands in his hair… When had they slipped into his hair?
“Want to go back to my place?” The invitation was there. She knew if she took up on it, what she’d wanted for so long would finally happen.
Brendon naked, in bed, inside of her. A shiver shot down her spine at the image.
“Yes,” she said through chattering teeth, and he pushed the sliding glass door open with extra force, his other hand clasping around hers as he led her into the warm, crowded apartment.
“Then let’s go,” he said over his shoulder.
*****
Fucking finally.
Relief flooded Brendon, made his mind race onto the next moment. As in, getting Carly back to his apartment and into his bed. Nerves jumped in his stomach, a sensation he hadn’t experienced just before sex in so long. Not since he was a kid and worried he didn’t know what the hell to do.
She meant something to him, that’s why the nerves. Just looking at her made his heart leap into his throat, his pulse throb like a jackhammer. She smiled up at him now, warm and trusting, her hand clasped loosely in his as he tugged her through the crowded apartment. He glanced about, looking for Austin or even Michaela to say goodbye, but they were nowhere to be found.
He’d have to offer his apologies later. For now, he couldn’t stop himself.
He heard her laugh as he tugged harder on her arm, his steps quicker as they headed toward the door. He couldn’t wait, he could hardly stand it he wanted her so bad and the thought that in moments he would have her all alone for an entire night had a lusty heat coursing through him. Overwhelming him with its intensity.
“Anxious?” she asked just before he opened the front door.
Brendon didn’t answer. Didn’t want to admit that hell yes, he was anxious. Excited. Nervous. “You need your coat?”
“Yes and my purse.” She nibbled on her lower lip again, and he wanted to kiss her right then and there. Run his tongue along the pillowy soft flesh and taste her. “Do you mind waiting a minute?”
“Not at all.” He shook his head and slouched against the wall as she took off down the hall toward a bedroom with hurried steps.
“Bailing already?”
Brendon looked to his left to see his friend and host of the party, Austin, approaching him, a big and very knowing smile on his face. “Hey, man. Yeah, I gotta go.”
“Uh huh. Who’s the unlucky victim now?” Austin stopped just before him, a red cup of foamy beer in his hand.
Brendon sagged against the wall. All of his friends thought he was a player because…well, he had been a player. But tonight, that was all going to change. His first resolution was to become a better guy, a more respectful person.
His second resolution? To tell Carly how he felt about her. And then show her in every conceivable, wicked way possible.
“It’s different tonight,” Brendon muttered. “Not just some random chick.”
“Really?” The surprised expression on his friend’s face said it all. “Who is it, then? Somebody we know?”
Brendon nodded, his mouth tight, his expression surely grim. He really didn’t want to confess this, not yet. Austin would tell Michaela and then Michaela would freak because Brendon Walker the love ‘em and leave ‘em guy was about to use and abuse her friend.
But he wasn’t damn it. That wasn’t his intention. He wanted her. He wanted to be with her.
Any way he could get her.
“Who is it?” The curiosity was written all over Austin’s face now, and Brendon couldn’t help himself. He blurted Carly’s name before he could think it through.
Austin’s mouth dropped open and he shook his head. “If you fuck her once and dump her, Michaela will kill you.”
“It’s not like that,” Brendon said, pushing himself away from the wall. “I really like her.”
“Really? You?” Austin’s voice was incredulous.
“Yeah, me. What’s wrong with that?”
“Well, she doesn’t seem like your type. I mean, she’s cute and sweet and Michaela thinks the world of her, but she’s too, uh…normal for you.”
“Normal? What do you mean normal?” Brendon glanced down the hall, wishing he caught a glimpse of her so he could tell Austin he had to go and then blow the hell out of here.
But the hall remained empty.
“I don’t know.” Austin shrugged. “I look at Carly, and I see a sweet woman who’s looking for the real deal. Marriage, kids, and a steady husband she can count on. She’s not the type to fool around with, you know what I mean?”
Funny Austin mentioned that because when he looked at Carly, Brendon saw the same exact thing. Steadiness. A woman he could make a life with. A woman he wanted to give his everything to, even a white picket fence if that’s what she wanted.
He’d always mocked the idealized white picket fence. Now he wanted it. With Carly.
“I know exactly what you mean,” Brendon said slowly, wishing like hell Carly would make an appearance. “If she’ll have me, I wouldn’t mind providing all of that for her.”
“Shut the hell up.” Austin shoved at his shoulder.
Brendon stood tall and gave him a friendly shove back. “I’m not lyin’.”
“You want all that?”
“I think so. With her.”
She magically appeared, the sequins of her shirt sparkling, her smile just as bright. A bright red wool coat lay draped over her forearm and a small purse was clutched in her hand.“Hey Austin.”
“Hi, Carly. You two taking off?” Again there went Austin’s knowing tone.
“Um, yeah.” Her cheeks colored the slightest bit, and Brendon slipped an arm around her shoulders, yanking her close.
“Want me to help you put on your coat?” He dipped his head close to her ear to whisper the question.
Her cheeks darkened. “Um, okay.”
“Turn around.” Withdrawing from her, he held his hand out, and she offered her coat, which he slipped about her proffered shoulders. He couldn’t resist flipping her hair out from beneath the collar and smoothing it back, his fingers lingering in the silky tresses.
He couldn’t wait to see her pretty brown hair strewn about his pillow as he rose above her, poised and ready to take her. Make her his.
“Well, have fun you two.” Austin smirked. “Happy New Year.”
Chapter Three
They practically ran into Brendon’s condo the second he got the door unlocked. Brendon let the door slam so hard it rattled the windows. He went for her like a man starved, shoving her against the wall as his mouth met hers in a ferocious kiss.
The cold, slightly rough drywall pressed into Carly’s back, even through her coat as she melted into Brendon’s kiss. His mouth was insistent, his lips soft, working a magic spell upon her she couldn’t stop even if she tried. The lick of his tongue, the heat of his touch, the little groan she heard from low in his throat, all of it made her clutch him close, her hands desperately moving over him.
As if he knew what she wanted, he withdrew slightly, a faint smile on his face as he shoved his leather jacket off. It fell to the floor as he reached for her, his hands cupping her face, tilting her head up so their eyes met. He stared at her with a reverence she’d never seen before shining in his eyes and she could only gape at him.
“You’re beautiful,” he whispered, his mouth descending brushing the gentlest kiss to the tip of her nose. “Sweet.” He kissed first one cheek, then the other. “Sexy.”
She rested her hands upon the solid wall of his chest, her hands caressing lightly, pleased at his words. “Where’s your bedroom?” She decided to cut right to the chase, let him know exactly what she wanted.
A wicked smile curved his too beautiful lips. He took her by the hand and led her down a narrow, darkened hall to the last door on the left. They went into the darkened bedroom, the cool air making her shiver as she shrugged out of her coat and tossed it onto an overstuffed chair. He went to the bedside table and turned a lamp on, the large room filling with soft light and she immediately shook her head.
“What’s wrong?”
Carly shrugged, embarrassed. “I’d rather keep the lights off.”
Brendon rested his hands on his slim hips. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I’m just…shy. I guess.”
He went to her, wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her close. “You have no reason to be, Carly. You’re so beautiful, I want to see you.”
His words sent a thrill shooting through her yet she couldn’t help but still be nervous. She’d never been comfortable having sex with the lights on. But the idea of seeing Brendon in all his naked glory made it awfully tempting.
She knew his body would be a sight to behold. She could tell just by having her hands on him, even with the layers of clothing he wore. Muscular and firm, broad and tall, built like a man in his prime should be.
And Brendon was most definitely in his prime.
He kissed her again, fizzing out brain cells, heating her bones to liquid, and she sagged against him, unable to resist. His hands wandered over her back, slipping beneath her sequined shirt to touch bare skin, and she moaned at the contact.
“Let’s take this off,” he murmured, his fingers curling around the hem of her shirt and giving it a gentle tug. She withdrew from him and lifted her arms, letting him pull the garment over her head. The scratchy sequins brushed against her face as he yanked it off.
Exposed in just her bra and skirt, she couldn’t help but flush with pleasure at the trip his eyes took as they roamed over her. Interest, desire, and appreciation all flashed in the dark brown depths, making her stand taller, thrust her chest out. She reached for the front clasp of her bra, her fingers flicking it open with ease and the cups fell away, completely exposing her breasts.
Heat flared bright in his eyes, and they narrowed as he stared directly at her chest. She shrugged out of the bra, letting the delicate scrap of fabric flutter to the floor and then reached behind her, fumbling for the zipper at the back of her skirt.
“I thought you wanted the lights off.” The humor lacing his voice made her smile.
“Your approval gave me confidence.” She found the zipper and slid it down, the skirt falling from her hips to a puddle about her feet.
Brendon cocked a dark brow. “And how do you know I’ve given my approval?”
“I can see it in your eyes.” She was glad she wore a sexy pair of panties of simple black lace. The fabric clung low to her hips, emphasizing the length of her legs.
“I can’t deny I like what I see.” He approached her, his steps slow, almost predatory, and delicious anticipation ran through her veins. Her heart rate kicked up and she jerked in a breath, waiting for the moment when he would touch her, really touch her for the first time. He tore off his T-shirt, tossing it away with an almost violent motion, and all the breath whooshed from her lungs.
Just as she expected, he was beautiful, all chiseled muscle with the lightest patch of dark curling hairs in the center of his chest. His stomach was flat, the jeans he wore riding low on his hips, and she wondered idly if he had any underwear on.
And then she couldn’t think anymore because he was upon her, holding her close, his mouth fused with hers. Her hands clung to his shoulders, slipped up his neck to burrow in his hair and he slipped a hand between them, cupping one breast with his palm.
“I’ve waited for this for so long,” he said between kisses, his other hand sliding beneath the lace of her panties to cup her butt.
“You have?” She couldn’t believe it. He’d wanted her all along?
“Hell, yeah.” He pressed his lips against her neck, licking and nibbling, making her giggle, making her groan. “You’re all I’ve thought about for months.”
“Oh.” She didn’t know what to say, could hardly string together two sentences what with the way he touched her. He tugged on her nipple, pulling and teasing the tender flesh as his other hand moved to the front of her panties, cupping the very center of her. His fingers tangled briefly in the scant curling hair covering her mound and then they slid down to tease her folds.
“Ah God, you’re so wet.” Hs fingers searched, circled teasingly around her clit and she trembled, already close to orgasm. After wanting to be with Brendon for so long, she was primed, ready for him and she could hardly control herself.
“I want you inside me,” she said boldly, her hips moving against his fingers. She reached for the waistband of his jeans, her fingers nimbly undoing the button fly. Her hand delved inside, encountering bare hot flesh, the hard length of his cock.
And what an impressive length it was.
*****
Her skin was soft, like the finest silk, and she was so responsive. She moved against him as Brendon continued to touch her pussy, her hips thrusting, her legs spreading the slightest bit and giving him better access. Her hand fell away from his cock which was good as he felt ready to explode. She was close, too, and he plucked at her swollen clit, thrummed it with his thumb until her body stilled. Her breath suddenly leaving her in an accelerated rush as her body trembled with her climax.
She slumped against him, her limbs weak, and he lifted her off her feet, taking her to the bed where he laid her down. She watched with sparkling eyes as he shucked his jeans completely and joined her, pressing himself against her sweet, curvy body.
“Brendon.” The sound of his name from her lips was almost his undoing. He reached for the bedside table, tugged the drawer open to search for a condom. Withdrawing the little foil package, he tore it open, sheathed his aching cock with trembling fingers.
She did this to him, unnerved him, made him clumsy. Her eyes shone with such trust in them, and her arms slipped about his waist. She touched his ass with gentle fingers, and he surged against her, letting her know how ready he was. He didn’t want to rush this, wanted to take his time searching her body, learning what she liked but he didn’t think he could.
He wanted her too damn much.
“I can’t wait,” he confessed, feeling like a damn fool but unable to stop it. “I need to be inside you.”
“Yes,” she urged, arching against him, her legs spreading wide.
Brendon settled in between her thighs, his cock searching for her wet entry, and he closed his eyes as he slowly entered her tight pussy. She sighed with pleasure, and he clenched his jaw, afraid to move, afraid if he did he’d come like an out of control teenager. Her every restless movement tested his patience and when her long legs wrapped about his waist, anchoring her to him, he thought he’d lose it.
“Please,” she whispered close to his ear, and he couldn’t take it any longer.
He moved within her, his thrusts sure, growing more rapid with his every entry and retreat. She followed his lead, her moans growing louder, more frantic, and they both fell apart within seconds, the orgasm that overtook him so strong he thought he might pass out.
“Oh, my God.” She sounded as shocked, as exhausted as he felt, and he fell upon her in a boneless heap. “That was amazing.”
“I’m sorry.” He felt like a jackass. Withdrawing from her, he rolled to the edge of the bed and stood, heading toward the bathroom to dispose of the condom.
He couldn’t believe he came that fast, with hardly any foreplay, like some sort of lackluster lover who didn’t know how to properly treat a woman. It was so unlike him. He prided himself on his control, on his ability to spend hours unselfishly pleasing a woman, leaving her completely satisfied.
When he came back into the bedroom, she watched him with wary eyes. “Why did you say you were sorry?”
Brendon climbed back into bed, laying flat on his back so he stared up at the ceiling. “It was kind of…quick.”
“Yeah?” Her soft, sweet voice wafted over him and he turned to find her watching him, a smile curving her pretty lips.
“I lost control.” He sighed. “And I’m sorry.”
“I’m not.”
“You’re not?” He figured he’d blown it. Maybe not…
“I like the fact that I made you lose control.” Her smile grew bigger. “A lot.”
Realization struck him. Maybe he lost control because this woman made him feel so…much so fast. “So you like that you make me feel this way?”
“I do.” She nodded, her long hair rustling against the pillow. “Because I feel the same.”
They stared at each other in silence and he didn’t want to say a word, didn’t want to break the spell. He reached for her, hauling her close and his cock stirred to life having her so close. “Maybe I should start all over and show you just how good it can be between us.”
“Maybe you should.” She kissed him, stealing his breath, stealing his heart.
“It’s going to take all night.”
“The perfect way to ring in the New Year, I say.”
They both glanced at the clock on the bedside table and saw it was just past midnight. “You’re my New Year resolution, you know,” he confessed.
Her lips parted. “Really?”
Brendon nodded. “I wanted to be a better man for you.”
“I already think you’re the perfect man for me,” she whispered, her eyes shining with unshed tears.
“Let me prove it to you then.” For the rest of my life.
The End
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By Alisha Rai
Lisa Alvarez added the final ornament to the giant spruce in her living room and stood back to admire it. The scent of Christmas greens surrounded her, the candy canes were bright and festive, and the glass balls glinted in the light of the fire.
Such a pretty picture. She shivered and moved a little closer to the fireplace. Now if only it wasn’t so cold. She’d realized a few hours ago that the blasted heat had quit working. That’s what you got for purchasing an old home…an ancient furnace.
Thankfully, it wasn’t too cold yet. She’d put in a call to a repairman, wincing a little at the thought of what the guy would charge for a service call a week before Christmas. No choice, though. A storm was forecast for the next couple of days, and she wasn’t about to suffer through God knew how long in freezing upstate New York just so she could save a bit of dough. Maybe he’d be able to do a patch job. A new furnace wasn’t in the budget yet.
The loud, authoritative knock on the door startled her. Well, that had been fast. The bored dispatcher had told her it would be a while before a technician would be able to make it out to her.
Lisa walked out of the living room and down the hallway to the front door, begrudging every step that took her away from the only source of heat in the place. The closing for the house had taken place only a few months ago, and the drafty windows were on her long list of things to tackle. In hindsight, she probably should have fixed those before the cabinets.
But the cabinets are ever so pretty.
The knock came once again, a little louder, as she stepped into the foyer. “I’m comin’, I’m comin’…”
She opened the door and stared at the dark haired man in the snug dark blue uniform shirt, unzipped jacket, and jeans. Oh, Holy God. She must have been a good girl this year. “Um. Hi.”
The tall man lifted his head and flashed her a smile, a dimple accenting a set of sinfully full lips. “Hello there. Are you Ms…” he consulted the clipboard in his hands. “Alvarez?”
Her fingers clenched the doorframe. “Yup.”
“Great. I understand you’re having trouble with your heat?”
She opened her mouth and then closed it again. The desire racing through her blood effectively rendered her speechless. She settled for nodding and held the door open for him. His brawny arm brushed against the front of her body as he entered. Her nipples tightened in anticipation, the little buggers unaware that it had been an innocent touch.
Her gaze traveled over his broad shoulders where the jacket stretched tight, down his wide back. He turned around, and her vision was filled with his wide chest, his flat stomach. A thick belt emphasized the narrowness of his waist. His jeans were old and snug, faded at the crotch and knees.
The sound of his throat clearing brought her back to the moment, and a slight flush covered her cheeks as she realized she’d been staring. His dark eyes sparkled with so much mischief, she couldn’t help but smile back, owning the fact that she’d totally been checking him out.
“You’re pretty fast. I just called the problem in a little while ago.”
“I live to serve.”
He made the four words sound like a seductive threat instead of a company slogan. She cleared her throat and tried to keep her eyes on his face instead of drifting down. She closed the door. The rush of cold wind was halted. “I’m certainly grateful…” she glanced at the name scripted on his jacket. “Joshua?”
“You can call me Josh.”
Lisa resisted the urge to pat her hair. She’d swept it up quickly after her shower in the morning and hadn’t had a chance to do anything more. Her tight jeans and bright green sweater had been a lucky choice though, flattering to her curvy body and auburn hair. “Josh, you don’t know how much I appreciate it. It’s not too cold yet, but I didn’t want to find out how low it could go.”
His frown was concerned and thoughtful. “Yeah, these winters aren’t much fun when it’s as cold inside as it is outside.”
“I can’t imagine they are. This is our first one here. Just moved up from Texas.”
“I thought I recognized that accent. That’s a change, I bet.”
“A nice one, though. So far.”
“Glad to hear it.”
They stared at each other in silence for a minute, his dark eyes studying her with clear interest and admiration.
Lisa licked her lips. “Well. Why don’t I show you where the furnace is? Follow me.”
As he trailed her down the hallway to the basement door, she could practically feel his gaze on her hair, her back, her ass, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.
“The stairs are a little rickety,” she murmured and hit the switch. A small glow lit the unfinished basement. A bit wobbly, she ignored her own warning and stumbled on the first step. She would have pitched down face-first if a large arm hadn’t snaked around her waist and jerked her back.
She gasped. His warm body was plastered right back against hers. It was a little bit like pressing up against a radiator. The buckle of his belt pressed into the small of her back, the bulge of his sex perfectly lined up against her ass. The wide expanse of his chest made her want to turn around and snuggle right in.
Josh’s breath rustled the fine tendrils of hair near her temple. “Whoa, there.” His voice was husky, and she knew, by the growing size of that intriguing bulge, that she wasn’t the only one affected.
“I-I’m okay.” She swallowed. “You can let go now.”
“You first.”
Lisa realized she was squeezing his arm where it was wrapped around her middle. With more than a little regret, she released him. He withdrew his hand slowly. Her heart was pounding as they continued down the stairs, Lisa taking care not to stumble again. God, it had been a while since she’d felt this kind of crazy desire. The Big Move had kept her sex drive firmly under wraps for a couple of months. She welcomed the return of lust, welcomed the chance to feel like a woman.
And what a man to bring it back to her. She blew out a small breath. She’d always had a bit of a repairman fantasy. How could he have…
“When did the furnace call it quits?” He moved past her toward the big black machine, his brisk, businesslike tone a stark contrast to her thoughts.
It took her a second to recover. “I, uh, don’t know exactly. I realized the heater wasn’t doing its job earlier this afternoon.”
He dropped his toolbox next to the furnace and leaned down to examine it. “So you don’t know exactly how long it’s been out?”
“No.” She moved closer, until she was standing by his side.
He looked up at her from below long lashes. “What about your husband? He doesn’t know either?”
“Ah, my husband? I’m not married.”
“You said it was ‘our’ first winter here.”
“Did I? I don’t know why I said that.”
His grin was decidedly naughty. “Hmm.”
She waited for him to make some sort of come on or drop a lascivious one liner, but her repairman did neither. Instead, he turned to the big machine and started fiddling with it. Actually, she didn’t mind that at all. While he was occupied, she was more than happy to take the time to study the way the fabric of his worn jeans clung to his firm ass, the way his muscles flexed with every movement. His dark hair was cut short, and her fingers itched to give up this pretense and sink into the rough silk.
“It’s even colder down here.”
Not where I’m standing. When she actually stopped thinking about his wondrous body, though, she realized how right he was. She fought the urge to shiver. “Heat rises, I guess.”
His eyes drifted over her breasts. She knew there was no way he could see the way her nipples had peaked, but the knowing expression he wore made her think differently. “Why don’t you go on upstairs, where it’s warmer? I’ll meet you there once I finish diagnosing.”
But, but, but, I want to stare at you a while longer…
She reluctantly took a step back. “Sure. I’ll be in the living room.” She made her way upstairs, her body in turmoil. Since she was human, she took a second as she passed the hall mirror to check her appearance. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes a deeper green than usual. After she had unclipped her hair and fluffed the red curls around her face, she felt like she was looking at a woman she hadn’t seen in ages. This wasn’t the same crazy, harried lady who had been packing, moving, renovating, and rebuilding for the past few months.
Lisa heard heavy footsteps coming up the basement stairs. Anticipation strummed through her veins. Unable to just stand there and wait, she went into the living room and stood in front of the fire. The front of her body was warmed. And when he pressed against her from behind, there wasn’t an inch of her that remained cold.
Strong arms came around her, mirroring their position when he’d rescued her on the stairs. This time, though, she sank back against him, tilting her head in submission. He took the silent invitation, his firm lips nibbling on the vulnerable curve of her neck. When she let out a small gasp, he opened his mouth wide and sucked the flesh hard, until she was certain he left a mark.
His hands on her hips grew sure, and he spun her around to capture her lips. He didn’t bother asking for permission, just tilted her head and dove into taste her mouth. His tongue swept in, rubbing against hers, forcing her to accept his touch, his passion.
She matched his ardor and struggled to work her hands between them to attack his shirt buttons. Without breaking their kiss, he maneuvered out of his jacket and tossed it behind them. When he started to peel her sweater up, she ripped her lips away and took a step back to finish the job, throwing the sweater to the side. She paused with her hands on the clasp of her bra.
He slipped the last button free of his shirt. It hung open, revealing a slice of tanned, muscular heaven. A small amount of hair covered his chest, narrowing over his belly to a happy trail that led down into the jeans. He shifted to remove his shirt, but she stopped him. “No. Leave it on.”
His dimple flashed. “Only if you take the rest of your clothes off.”
Lisa shuddered at the stark demand in his voice. She made quick work of her bra, jeans, and panties, until she stood naked in front of him. Her nipples were diamond hard, partly from the cold but mostly from arousal.
He hadn’t bothered to disrobe any further, seemingly content to watch her body be unveiled. His thumbs were tucked into the waistband of his jeans, in a deceptively casual pose belied by the tenseness of his body. His gaze skimmed over her breasts, her thighs, the bare mound of her pussy. “Nice.”
She slid her hand over her naked hip, delighting in the fact that he was helpless to look away. “Just nice?”
“More than nice. So nice, I’m hurting.” He tapped at the buckle of his belt. “Why don’t you come on over and help me out?”
She stepped forward and sank to her knees, putting her face on perfect level with his crotch. The thick bulge of his sex strained against the worn denim. She traced a fingernail along the outline of his cock, and he hissed. “Don’t tease, baby.”
She gave him a slightly evil smile. “You don’t know me at all, do you?”
Since she was as eager to release him as he was to be set free, though, she took pity on him and reached for the buckle of his belt. Her fingers felt just a little bit clumsier than usual as she slipped the belt free and unbuttoned the fly of his jeans. She didn’t have to fish around with boxers or briefs; his hard cock fell into her waiting hands. Her mouth watered. He was long and so thick, she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to fit him in her mouth.
His fingers sank into her hair. He didn’t do that horribly rude thing that men sometimes did, pushing her head into his crotch. He merely waited, the pressure of his hand a gentle reminder of the leashed power of his strength.
She took her time, licking along the veins running up the side before flicking gently against the tip. He grunted, his fingers clenching in the strands of her hair. “Suck it.”
She could probably have teased him a while longer, but, Lord, she was hungry. Her empty pussy clenched as she drew him between her lips, the fat mushroom tip stretching her jaw wide. He tasted so very clean and male. She rubbed her tongue against the bottom of his cock, bobbing shallowly over him. Just the first few inches at first, giving them both a taste of the pleasure to come. He smoothed one hand over the hair that hung down, pushing it to the side to give him an unimpeded view of her face. She glanced up at him to find him watching her lips with intent concentration. He smiled.
“Is this making you wet?”
She nodded, her mouth still filled. She’d been ready since the moment she’d answered her door.
“Show me. Touch yourself.”
Lisa slid her hand eagerly down her belly. She was wetter than she’d been in a while, two of her fingers easily slipping inside her pussy. His groan followed hers. He wrapped her hair around his hand and began moving his hips, actively fucking her face. “Make that sound again,” he rasped.
She fingered her clit and moaned once more around her mouthful of cock. He grunted and thrust in so far, the tip squeezed into her throat. She swallowed, knowing that he would love the sensation.
He uttered a small cry, and then he was withdrawing from her mouth, his movements jerky and rough. Before her lust-soaked brain could comprehend what was happening, he had her pushed down on her back, and he was spreading her legs wide, settling between them.
He didn’t bother with any other preliminaries. Catching her legs below the knees, he opened her up and sank his cock right in. A strangled scream left her mouth.
He paused about halfway in and they both waited a second for her body to adjust. “Christ, you’re always so tight,” he whispered.
Tenderness unfurled inside of Lisa’s chest. She raised a hand and stroked the side of his familiar face. “Fuck me. Hard.”
He turned his head, kissed her palm, and took her at her word, sinking into her all the way and then withdrawing to slam it back home. He shafted her in long strokes, using his grip on her legs to open her wider for him.
She welcomed the brutal pounding, particularly when he angled his body so that he rubbed against just the right spots inside and outside of her pussy. Her belly tensed, her hands seeking purchase over his broad shoulders. She knew he was close, could tell by the intense concentration on his dark, sweat-dampened face and the tempo his hips were setting. She bit her lip and closed her eyes.
“Keep your eyes open. I want you to know who’s fucking you.” His harsh command cut through her haze of lust.
Lisa looked up at him.
He grunted in approval and readjusted his stroke so he went even deeper. “Good girl. Who’s inside of you?”
“You are. Oh, God.” She whimpered as he insinuated a hand between their bodies and massaged her clit.
“Say my name.”
“Eric, I—”
He cut off her words by closing his lips over hers, kissing her deeply while his body hammered into hers with short, quick strokes. She cried out into his mouth when the tension broke inside of her. She felt the rush of his seed when he came inside of her. His shoulders stiffened under her hands and he groaned loudly, tossing his head back in pleasure.
He collapsed on top of her. The ease of long practice had him shifting to the side to keep from flattening her under his weight. They lay there for a while, both recovering. After a while, he turned to his back, adjusting her boneless body so she lay on top of him.
Lisa was still breathing hard when Eric lifted his head and surveyed the wreckage. “I didn’t even take off my clothes.”
She uttered a breathless laugh. “It was sexier that way.”
“Mmm.” He lay his head back down and smoothed a hand down her back. The sharp crack of his hand meeting her bare buttocks made her jump.
She yelped and reared up on his chest to glare at him. “What was that for?”
“You’re not married, huh?”
She sniffed. “Well, I couldn’t very well play the adulteress, now could I?”
“Hmph.”
“If you’d given me some warning, darling husband, that you were planning this, I might have been able to come up with a better story.”
“But if I’d given you warning, sexy wife, it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.”
“True.”
Eric was rubbing the bottom he’d just smacked, and the rhythmic motion soothed her enough to settle down against his chest again.
She fingered a button on the worn blue shirt he still wore. “Where did you get the outfit?”
“Found the shirt and jacket at Goodwill.” He paused. “Ah, there was this school uniform there, too. It looked like you might be able to squeeze into it.”
Her lips twitched. She’d bet that “squeeze” was the operative word. “Did you buy it?”
“I put it in your closet. If you ever feel the urge to slip it on, that’s fine with me. FYI.”
“We’ll see.”
He yawned. “I don’t want to ruin the mood, but it’s really getting cold in here.”
“Well…” She sat up, so her bare breasts were directly in his line of vision. “Why don’t we get a little closer to the fire and share some body heat until the real repairman gets here? You can let me play with all your…tools.”
Eric delicately pinched her nipple. “You have the best ideas, sweetheart.”
The End
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By Jackie Barbosa
January 6, 1818
Louisa de Roche gently disentangled her hair from her son’s reflexive infant grasp and rose from the rocking chair to lay him in his cradle. He stirred and snorted in that adorable baby way of his, but he didn’t waken when she set him down. With a sigh of relief, she straightened and turned to leave the room…and nearly bumped into her husband.
Alistair stood in the doorway that separated the main part of the nursery from this small bedchamber, looking breathtakingly handsome, as always. Though still clad in the dark maroon frock coat and forest green breeches he’d worn for their Twelfth Night soiree, he had removed his cravat and opened the first few buttons of his shirt, revealing the bronzed skin of his throat and upper chest. His green eyes glittered in the flickering glow of the hurricane lamp, sweet with love, hot with desire.
Her breath stalled in her chest, and desire blossomed thick and full in her belly. For the briefest moment, it was as it had been before Christopher was born. She was ready to drop her dressing gown and bare herself to his touch, to his gaze, in the fullness of the light.
And then she remembered.
Instead of dropping it, she pulled her dressing gown tighter over her too heavy breasts and gave Alistair a tight smile. “Has everyone gone now?”
He nodded, a lazy grin spreading across his chiseled features. “Thank God. I thought they’d never leave.”
There could be no misinterpreting the husky undertone in his voice. He wanted her. As she wanted him—oh, so very much.
But not in the light.
She glanced down at Christopher. He’d already found his mouth with his thumb and was busily sucking away, his dark lashes resting peacefully above the pale skin of his cheeks. She couldn’t use him as a delaying tactic. Not tonight.
Alistair moved to stand beside her, wrapping one arm around her all but nonexistent waist. “Thank you for my son,” he murmured, nuzzling at her neck.
She shivered as gooseflesh spread down her arm. “You had a little something to do with it, you know.”
“Hmmm.” He slipped behind her and pulled her close until the curve of her arse was snug against him. The hardened ridge of his of cock nestled there, weakening her knees and her resolve to postpone their encounter until she could be certain of the cover of darkness. “You’ve never referred to it as ‘little’ before. Should I be offended?”
A whoosh of laughter escaped her, and she twisted in his arms. “You know that isn’t what I meant.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Do I? It’s been awfully long since you’ve gotten a good look. Why don’t we retire to our chamber so you can give the matter a proper examination? ”
Heat undulated beneath the surface of her skin. Oh, how she wanted to accede. He was right. It had been ages since she’d been able to properly appreciate his body when they made love, for though the darkness saved her the indignity of displaying her own defects, it also prevented her from enjoying his sculpted perfection.
Her mouth actually watered at the thought of gazing upon the silky-hard length of his cock again. Her other senses had become insufficient to her need, and yet…how could she allow him to see what she had become?
She looked away. “I’m sorry, I can’t. The baby—”
“—is sleeping like a baby,” Alistair put in smoothly. He stepped back and took her hand, twirling her about until she faced him, and then he encircled her with his arms. “There is no reason for you not to come to bed with me. Now.”
There was every reason, her mind screamed. The faded but still visible marks striping her belly and thighs. The flabby bulge of her belly that wouldn’t quite go away. The embarrassing enlargement of her breasts and nipples, which had begun while she was pregnant but only gotten worse since her milk had come in.
Her body wasn’t her own any more, it seemed, and it certainly wasn’t the one Alistair had grown to know and love. It wasn’t even the ungainly, distended one he’d worshipped when she carried Christopher within her. She shuddered with pleasure as she remembered how much he’d enjoyed watching her body change day by day as their child grew within her. And how, once her morning sickness had eased, their carnal bouts had become an exciting exercise in finding new and different ways to work around her growing belly. It had been fun then, both of them a little amazed and awed by what was happening within her body…and without.
But now, after more than four months, her body wasn’t changing anymore, and she was none too pleased with the results. It was, in a word, ugly.
He seemed to sense her reluctance, for he placed his hand under her chin and angled her head up so she was forced to meet his eyes.
“Please, Louisa, don’t refuse me. Not tonight.”
Something in the plea—the edge of need in his voice, perhaps—melted her resistance. Saying no to Alistair was always difficult, especially when sex was involved, but tonight—the final night of Christmas—it was impossible.
She nodded, tears that were half joy, half dread thickening her throat. Joy that he wanted her so much. Dread that he might not in the future. That it would be him, not her, who wanted to make love only in the dark.
Alistair took her hand firmly in his and led her out of the nursery and down the hall to their bedchamber. Although technically Louisa had her own chambers as befitted her station as a countess, she rarely slept there, preferring to spend her nights in Alistair’s bed, even when her condition precluded sexual congress.
The sight that met her eyes when he opened the door, however, made her gasp in surprise.
The large room was aglow with candles and oil lamps, so many that the illumination within bordered on daylight. There would be no hiding in the shadows, no quick ducking beneath the covers to shield her flaws.
But worse than the candles were the mirrors. They were everywhere. One on each side of the gargantuan bed and one at its foot, and most shocking, a large plate affixed to the ceiling over the bed.
She stopped in the doorway and turned to stare at her husband, aghast. “What’s all this?”
He tugged her inside and kicked the door shut behind him. “Your gift for Twelfth Night.”
Her eyes widened. “My gift? Are you mad?” Or worse, mocking her.
“Not mad, only determined to show my beloved wife she’s still as beautiful in my eyes as ever.”
His words, delivered with gentle sincerity, struck her hard. He knew. Understood her fear though she had never expressed it to him.
No wonder she loved this man so fiercely. And yet…he couldn’t understand, not really.
“But I’m not,” she protested, her voice cracking. “You haven’t seen…”
“No, I haven’t,” he agreed softly. “So, show me.”
She blinked and bit her lip, unbalanced by the simple request.
Instinctively, she knew there was no escape. Never had been, really. But her hands simply wouldn’t cooperate, wouldn’t take the steps necessary to reveal herself to the light, to his gaze. To the mirrors and her own unwilling eyes.
“Shall I help you?” he asked when she didn’t respond for several long seconds.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she bit her lip and nodded.
His hands brushed against her collarbones as he pulled open the neckline of her dressing gown. Though the room was far from chilly, cool air rushed across her nipples as he bared her breasts.
She tensed as he cupped one globe in his palm, relieving her of its weight, and then she felt his humid breath against her skin as he pressed his lips to the flesh just above her nipple.
“Remember our first afternoon together?” he asked, his voice soft and gravelly.
“How could I forget?” Every steamy moment of that forbidden encounter was scorched into her memory. It had been her introduction to the vast and varied pleasures of sex, and a remarkably full one at that. She clenched her legs tight together in an effort to quell the rising ache between them as she recalled the way he’d taken her that first time, fucking not her pussy, but her arse in an honorable if ultimately unnecessary effort to preserve her virginity for the man he’d thought she was to marry.
“I told you then your breasts were beautiful, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did,” she whispered in response as his tongue grazed the stiff crest. Though no longer as sensitive as it once had been, the brief contact sent another sharp twinge of desire spiking to her core.
“Open your eyes, my love.” His tone was soft but commanding, and she did as he asked.
Somehow, without her realizing it, he had maneuvered her so that she stood in front of the mirror on the nearer side of the bed. In it, she saw Alistair’s golden head bent over her chest. He released his hold on the breast he teased with his tongue and fondled the other, tweaking the nipple between his fingers.
“Do you find them ugly now?”
“A…a little,” she admitted.
“Why?”
“They are so big and…they leak sometimes.” As if to illustrate her point, a drop of liquid trickled from the breast he caressed.
Alistair lifted his head and smiled at her. “My love, there is no such thing as too big when it comes to breasts—at least not in this man’s opinion—and as for the leaking…” He wiped away the droplet with his finger. “…you feed our son with this and have made him big and strong. You must think me a selfish man if you imagine I find that anything less than beautiful.”
Louisa found herself blinking again, this time not in confusion, but to hold back tears of gratitude. Still, her oversized, leaky breasts were only one small part of the problem.
As if in response to her unspoken lament, he knelt in front of her and opened the dressing gown down to her navel. She almost doubled over in a giggle when his tongue snaked unexpectedly into the divot, tickling her.
“I remember when this poked out by at least half an inch,” he said, grinning up at her like a schoolboy. “I liked that, but I like this, too.”
“Well,” she admitted with a half-smile, “that went back the way it was, but…”
“But not this,” he said, sliding his hand down to cup the mound of her belly. The mound she hated.
It wasn’t as if she’d ever been thin, of course. She’d always been generously proportioned, and that had applied to her stomach just as much as everywhere else.
But there was a difference between that and this…this pouch. It made her feel like one of those strange Australian creatures called a kangaroo, except her offspring didn’t even need it.
“It’s horrible, isn’t it?”
Instead of answering, Alistair spread the dressing gown all the way open and pushed it off her shoulders. It fell to the floor behind her, leaving her completely exposed. All her secrets revealed.
He lifted his hand and laid his cheek against her belly. “Not horrible, my love, no more than these…” His fingers lazily traced one faded welt above her hipbone, then another beneath it, then another and another. “I adore each and every one of these. Perhaps it’s selfish of me, but I think of them as my marks on you.” He followed his fingers with his lips, dotting kisses across her hips and abdomen and down her thighs.
At first, the kisses were light and teasing, but then he turned his head and nuzzled the mound of her sex with real purpose. She clutched at his hair, her knees wobbling as his tongue snaked out and laved the outer folds of her pussy.
“Spread your legs wider. I want to taste you properly.”
His name escaped her lips on a whimper, but she did as she was bid. He angled his head and stretched her open with his fingers before touching his tongue to her sensitized flesh. God, he knew just how to do this to maximize her pleasure, how to bring her to the edge of release and hold her there until at last she fell over and splintered into light and bliss.
Her eyelids fluttered as she fought to maintain her balance while the tension coiled and built. Just when she thought she might collapse, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her skin was flushed, her breasts heaving, her stomach flexing with impending orgasm while her husband’s golden head bobbed between her thighs. Unable to look away, she stared at herself as her climax broke over her, fascinated by the way her eyes darkened, her mouth opened, her body shook.
She had never seen anything more erotic—or more beautiful—in her life.
Alistair got to his feet and lifted her off the floor in one smooth motion, as though she didn’t still weigh more than a stone more than she used to.
“So, countess, have you decided you like your present after all?”
His lips curled into a devilish grin, but his eyes were almost as dark as her own had been, and she could feel the weight of his cock straining against her thigh.
She threw her arms about his neck and laughed. “I have decided I quite heartily approve. Although,” she added, glancing up at the mirror hanging over the bed, “I must admit I am a bit uncertain about that one. How, exactly, am I meant to benefit from it?”
He pressed a kiss to her mouth, then dropped her on the bed with a mischevious wink. “If you’ll give me a moment to undress, I’ll be happy to demonstrate.”
Louisa rolled onto her side atop the fine muslin coverlet to watch him disrobe. How silly she had been to deny herself the pleasure of gazing upon his body. He was so lovely—in a purely masculine way, of course— from the corded muscles of his back and arms to the flat plane of his abdomen to the tight curves of his arse. And, most of all, the long, thick shaft of his cock, which sprang free from his drawers, upright and proud.
She smiled as she recalled thinking when she first heard the word cock that it was an apt name for such a showy organ.
Alistair followed her gaze, the corners of his mouth pulling down in a mock frown. “I pray you are not thinking again how ‘little’ my contribution is.”
She stifled a giggle and raised her eyebrows in mock surprise. “Is that another word for it you haven’t taught me yet?”
Stretching out her arm as he approached the bed, she ran her fingertip across the downy head, then wrapped her palm around its rigid length. The contrast between the softness of the skin that covered his contribution and the steely hardness beneath never ceased to amaze and impress her. What he could do with that combination of soft and hard impressed her even more.
The slit at the tip welled with slippery fluid, and, as he was close enough, she leaned over and lapped it up with her tongue.
He sucked in a breath, his cock jerking at her touch. “Keep that up, countess, and my contribution is likely to be small, indeed. Not to mention brief.”
She released him and rolled onto her back, allowing him to climb onto the bed beside her. He stretched out alongside her and propped himself on one elbow, allowing the other hand to drift over her hip and ribs to her breast.
“Gorgeous,” he murmured, and she flushed with pleasure. She’d be damned if she didn’t believe him with the way he caressed her breast with an intensity approaching reverence.
When he lowered his head toward her, she first thought he intended to take her breast into his mouth as he had earlier, but instead he captured her lips in a long, lazy kiss. She opened her mouth, allowing his tongue to sweep inside and dance with hers. Heat flared at her core, sweet anticipation singing beneath her skin.
She squeezed her eyes shut, intent only on sensation—on the whisky-rich flavor of his tongue, the soap-and-starch scent of his skin, the sheer rapture of his mouth on hers while his hands continued to work their extravagant, erotic magic.
His hand left her breasts after torturing each tip to a peak and made its way down to her mons, and she opened her legs in response. He played there, circling her aching clitoris for what seemed an eternity before at last touching her there, tweaking her and sending her crashing into a hard, fast climax that left her breathless and limp, yet wholly unsatisfied.
She needed him inside her, wanted him to stretch and fill her, couldn’t bear another second of emptiness.
Eyes still closed, she whispered, “Fuck me now, Alistair,” knowing he loved it when she used the coarse, carnal vocabulary he’d taught he the first time they’d been together. Words like pussy and cock and arse and fuck. Words for her what had once been her most unspeakable desires.
She felt him position himself above her, braced on his arms, the head of his cock teasing the damp, swollen lips of her pussy. But he didn’t surge forward as she expected.
Opening her eyes, she looked up into his face. His expression was tight with barely leashed control. “What are you waiting for?”
“That,” he said on a grunt. “Look up.”
Oh. The mirror. Right.
She focused on their reflection just in time to see the muscles of his back and arse bunch together as he thrust his cock inside her, seating himself to the hilt in one smooth, elegant motion. His muscled relaxed, then corded against as he began to fuck her in earnest.
As before, the sight heightened her arousal, made her slick and hot with the need to come again.
“Do you see now?” he asked gruffly.
“Very well, thank you.”
“Shall I show you more?”
“There’s more?”
“Definitely.”
He withdrew and rolled onto his back. “You on top now.”
Puzzled as to how she could see more with her back to the overhead mirror, she started to straddle him nonetheless.
“No. Your back to me.”
“Ohhhh,” she breathed, comprehension washing over her along with another wave of heat.
Turning around, she placed one leg on either side of his thighs, grasped his cock, slick with her juices, and placed the head at the opening of her pussy. Then, looking into the mirror at the foot of the bed, she slowly sheathed him, watching in wonder and delight as her bodystretched to accommodate his girth.
“Now ’tis your turn to fuck me, my lady. I am yours to do with as you wish.”
And fuck him she did. Although, she had to admit, he helped, thrusting his hips upward to meet her downward movements, pulling back when she moved up. The sensations were exquisite, but magnified a thousand-fold by the fact that she could see the soft, pink flesh of her pussy engulf the shaft as he worked her, in and out, up and down. He used his fingers between her thighs to spread her lips wider, so she could see even more clearly the place where they joined, then parted, then became one again.
The thought that she was a voyeur in her own pleasure brought her to the brink of orgasm, her skin too tight, her breathing too rapid, too uneven. She couldn’t keep up this pace much longer, but she couldn’t come, either. And oh, how she needed release.
Sensing her distress, Alistair pressed his fingers to her clitoris, rubbing in time with her movements until she reached the point of no return and the climax burst over her. As she trembled and shuddered, he held her steady and fucked her, fast and furious, bringing her almost unbelievably to another orgasm before surrendering to his own.
She caught her reflection in the mirror at the exact moment when his hot seed pulsed into her womb. And damned if she wasn’t every bit as beautiful as Alistair claimed.
Because she was loved.
Epiphany, indeed.
The End
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By Emma Petersen
"It's the most wonderful time of the yeeeeeeeeeear!"
And it was. I twirled in a circle, reminiscent of Julie Andrews in the Sound of Music, and ignored the curious stares and nervous laughter. I didn't care if they thought I was crazy. I was! Crazy for Christmas. It was my absolute favorite holiday and always would be. Even if my future husband was one the (not so) evil undead.
A year had passed since my boss, still fondly referred to as St. Nic and Nos-fer-hot-u, and I had become a couple. Every day was better than the last, and I just knew he was going to propose to me on Christmas, even though the word Christmas made him flinch and the actual holiday made him itchy.
He was just being silly and hanging on to old superstitions, most of them totally unfounded. He wasn't evil, unless necessary, and he totally didn't burst into flames when entering a sacred building. Our little field trip last night proved that. I grimaced when I thought of his reaction and prayed he still wasn’t upset with me about it. I'm sure he wasn't the first or last vampire to go to mass, and while I should have told him, if I had he wouldn't have gone.
I ended my celebratory twirl with a flourish and headed toward Belfry’s Department Store. I had to pick up Cyp's gift before headed back to the toy store to pick up my nieces’ and nephew's presents.
I loved Christmas. And I couldn't wait to see everyone's faces when they opened their presents. I couldn't wait to see my main squeeze's face when he opened his. This was his first Christmas. Ever. It was amazing to think to think that a person older than the country we lived in had never had a Christmas before. Never got to sing carols or decorate a tree. But he would this year and every year after.
I wondered if he was as excited as I was.
Yes, Barbara Jean, he's probably as excited as Jesse Jackson at a Klan meeting. Only instead of a cross on fire, it might be Cypriano if you're not careful.
I shook my head and ignored the cynical bitch that was Bad BJ. Cyp was not going to catch on fire. I'd make sure of that. He was just being unnecessarily cautious. Last night proved that whether he wanted to admit it or not. He had sat through mass, even though he looked like a mouse in a room full of pythons, shook the priest's hand as we were leaving, and I had checked, not one singe. Everything was perfect.
Okay, not everything. Maybe I shouldn't have experimented with the holy water the way I had but it had been just a drop. From his reaction you would have thought I dunked him in it.
I still didn’t get it. He could shake Father Jordan, a holy man’s, hand but he couldn't touch holy water. Mysterious. I'd have to ask the priest about it when Cyp and I went to our first pre-marriage counseling appointment. Now all I had to do was break the news to Cypriano that there’d be counseling. In a church. And it was required before our wedding, which would also take place in a church.
Still determined to crisp up the groom?
I rolled my eyes and sighed. I was getting married in St. Boniface’s, and nothing was going to stop me. Not even the delectable and sometimes stubborn Cypriano San Nicolo.
I was halfway to my destination in Belfry’s when something shiny caught my eye. Me and crows, we love the shiny. Stopping, I inched closer, almost afraid what I was seeing was a mirage. It wasn't, and it was perfect. I tiny white cat ornament, with bright emerald green eyes and a ruby red bow.
It was the spitting image of my cat, Duchess, and it would be absolutely gorgeous on the tree. Now if I could get Duchess to wear her ruby red ribbon collar everything would be perfect. I scooped it up, thrilled to get the very last one, and headed to pick up Cyp's present.
"Hi," I greeted the clerk as I approached the counter, my smile so wide it could sell toothpaste. "I'm here to pick up a special order item."
The clerk looked back at me but didn’t return my smile. I shrugged mentally. There was nothing he could do to dim my smile.
"Name." If he was any less enthused, he'd be in a coma.
"Barbara Jean Ruiz."
He looked at me as if he was going to say something but instead turned to the computer to his left and typed in what I assumed was my name.
"I don't see an order under that name."
My smile faltered, but just a little. There, of course, was a mistake. "Did you spell it right?" I asked gently. Ruiz was only four letters but it could still be difficult to spell.
"R-U-I-Z."
"Oh, yes, that's how you spell it, but I don't understand. I placed that order months ago. And was assured it would be here on time for Christmas."
"There's no order under that name."
I clenched my teeth, knowing my once toothpaste-advertising smile probably looked more like a grimace. "Okay, how about under the last name San Nicolo?" That must be it. Since Cyp and I had a joint account, they must have accidentally placed the order under his last name.
The clerk eyed me for thirty seconds more than I appreciated before turning and loudly typing out Cyp's last name.
"Nope."
I could have sworn there was a smirk in his voice even though his face still looked still bored.
Tears pricked before my eyes. This just couldn't be happening. I had found and special-ordered the absolutely best present for Cypriano ever. I had waited months to see the look on his face and this…this troll was trying to ruin that.
I swallowed hard. "Sir, may I speak with the manager of this department please? I, in good faith, purchased a present for my soon to be fiancé, and our Christmas will be absolutely ruined if it doesn't come in on time."
"Oh course," said the not-so-helpful troll and turned his back to me. He picked up the phone and spoke a few words into it. I didn't hear all of the conversation but I was able to catch, "It's my break anyway."
His break? Was he serious?
I'd break him.
For once I didn’t silence or ignore Bad BJ. I wanted to break him! I knew it wasn't his fault my St. Nic's present wasn't there, but there was absolutely no call for him to be rude. He hadn't even apologized.
He left me standing there without so much as a word. I stood steaming, trying to remember that it was still the most wonderful time of the year. A time for goodwill towards men, even jerky ones.
"Ma'am? You wanted to see a manager?"
I turned. "Yes, I did."
"What can I help you with?"
I thought of St. Nic's present, and once again my eyes filled up with tears. I blinked them back. "I saw the most absolutely perfect gift online on your website. I thought it would be perfect for my soon-to-be fiancé, so I ordered it. I was told since it was a special product, it would take approximately two month to get here but would arrive by Christmas. I get here today, and it’s not here. Tomorrow's Christmas Eve, there's no way I'll be able to find another gift that compares to that one."
The manager nodded her head, a sympathetic look on her face. "I apologize for the inconvenience. Let me just look and see if we have any information." She walked around the counter and stopped at the computer terminal. "What is your last name?"
"Ruiz. R-U-I-Z."
She typed it in, looked at the screen, then typed it in again. "Could it be under any other name?" she asked as she turned to face me.
I shook my head. There was no need to try Cyp's last name again.
"Ms. Ruiz, I cannot apologize enough. Here at Belfry's we pride ourselves on customer service. I don't know how this could have happened, but I will make sure I get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, can I help you find another gift? We have some gorgeous cashmere sweaters."
I knew she was only trying to help but a cashmere sweater couldn't compare to the original gift I had gotten for St. Nic. A tear ran down my cheek, and I quickly dashed it away. I was being silly. No one had died. It was just a silly present.
"N—no thank you" I said, my voice catching. It hadn't been just a present. It had been the present, the perfect one for my lover’s first Christmas. I cleared my throat. "No, thank you."
Her face pinched in sympathy. "Once again, I am so sorry about this."
I nodded, too afraid I'd become overcome with emotion again if I spoke.
*****
I left the mall after picking up the kids' presents, which thankfully the toy store had not only ordered but had waiting for me, gift-wrapped and ready to go. My cell phone rang again, but I ignored it. I wasn't in a talkative mood. I felt like someone had gotten me a puppy for Christmas, and Belfry's department store had squished it.
It's not the end of the world. And aren't you forgetting the true meaning of Christmas?
Just on time. Good Barbara Jean to the rescue.
I ignored her, too, and began what felt like a mile journey to the front of the store. I needed to call a cab, and I prayed it would get here and get me back home before St. Nic came home from the office.
He had changed over the past year and made a lot of concessions, but he was still very old world. His woman—yes, he often times referred to me as his woman—did not take cabs. Not when he had a fleet of cars that could take me to the edge of the world if I wanted.
I dismissed his high-handedness and barely resisted reminded him that technically his fleet of cars couldn't take me to the edge of the world because, unlike his buddy Columbus had thought, it was not flat.
Pulling out the phone, I called for a cab before looking at the time. I knew he only wanted what was best for me but even though so much had changed, I hadn't changed. I was still the (semi) crazy cat lady who wrapped presents for her cat and was nearly obsessed with Christmas. My face fell. This year I'd be the crazy cat lady without a present for the man she was in love with. What was I going to do? The present was perfect because it was something you could get for a man who literally had everything. And now it was ruined.
Sighing, I stepped out into the cold night air. It was darker than I had thought, and I didn’t see my cab anywhere. Depending on what was going on during the day, Cypriano didn't usually get home until a little after seven.
I looked down at my watch. It was seven fifteen. Grrrrrrreat. He was probably home, wondering where I was. I should call, but I couldn't bring myself to. He would know there was something wrong. Even over the phone, he could tell by my tone of voice when I was upset.
I was just about to reach back in my purse when someone shoved me. Pushing my hands out before me, I tried to catch myself before I hit the ground. When that didn't work, I used them to make sure my head and upper body didn’t hit the cement. I waited to hear an apology or at the very least an "excuse me," but all I heard was the sound of laughter and fading footsteps. I looked around, embarrassed, I didn’t expect help up, but neither did I expect to look around for my handbag and find it gone.
I nearly screamed. The shove had been no accident. Someone had done it on purpose so they could get to my purse. I stomped my foot and winced in pain, a sob choking me as I realized they had not only taken my handbag but the gifts I had picked up for the babies as well.
Maybe if I got to mall security quick enough, they'd be able to find the thieving pieces of excrement before they got too far. I was just about to turn around when a cab pulled up. It took me a few minutes to make a decision. Opening the cab door, I climbed in. I had had the worst day before the day before Christmas ever, and all I could think of was getting home and letting my St. Nic lick my wounds.
The cab ride home was about as pleasant as the rest of my day. The driver had some horrible speciest station on that talked about the final solution. Not Hitler's but pretty close. Vampires, the broadcaster said, needed to be exterminated like the vermin they were. And if that wasn't bad enough, the cabbie murmured agreement with every hateful, prejudiced word. It seemed like the normally twenty minute cab ride took twenty years or took use back forty. It was saddening that racism—um, specism?—still existed. I hopped out of the cab and gave him the exact fair—yeah, he was so not getting a tip—and limped up the drive to the house that Cypriano and I shared.
The house was one of Cypriano's concessions. To him, it was modest at only three thousand five hundred square feet. And I could admit, considering the other monstrosities we had looked at. it was indeed modest. I had thought living in my apartment or his apartments over Non-Human Resources would have suited us fine, but St. Nic had disagreed. He didn’t mind people, human and non, knowing where he rested, but he couldn’t stand the thought of them knowing that I, too, lived there.
"I have enemies," he had said.
I tried to joke and tell him the villagers weren't chasing him with torches anymore, but he wouldn't budge. So we--let's be honest, he—bought a house. and we had moved in together. I knew he was there waiting for me, and that when he saw my disheveled appearance and noted my missing handbag after hearing the cab drive away, he'd be angry. And though it rarely happened, his ire wasn't what I needed tonight.
Walking around the attached garage, I tried to sneak in through the kitchen. It was dark and since I had hurt myself during the fall/mugging, I turned on the light so I wouldn't bump into anything and make what already was sore more so.
I gasped as the lights flickered on to reveal a polished, black-clad St. Nic sitting at the eat-in dining room table, holding a purring Duchess like a version of a scrumptious Dr. Evil.
"You're home." That was lame. Of course he was home, or he wouldn't be sitting in the dark...waiting for me.
I edged around him hoping, in vain, he wouldn't be able to smell the blood from my various scrapes and bruises. Sticking to the walls and counters like they were magnets and I was metal, I tried to ease my way to the dining room so I'd be able to make an escape to the downstairs guest bathroom right off of the formal dining room.
Cypriano's gazed pinned me, no doubt missing nothing, not even the tiny snowflake that had landed on my jacket on the way into the house.
“Did you have a good day?” I asked, hoping to stall him.
"Not as eventful as yours, cara. Come here." He sat Duchess on the table, something he knew I hated but couldn't break him of. What did he care if a cat was on a table he never used?
"No, darling, not right now. I'll be right back."
Duchess bumped his shoulder before hopping down and making a beeline for me. Shoo, shoo, shoo, I whispered in my mind, know the treacherous hussy would want me to pick her up, even though she and Cyp had probably been in the kitchen a good fifteen minutes waiting for me. And doing what things that could see in the dark did.
Of course, she came trotting right at me and wrapped herself around my ankle. My injured ankle. It was if she knew and wanted to make sure St. Nic knew too.
Bitch.
I pushed her away gently and resumed my attempted escape.
St. Nic stood, and as soon as he did, Duchess left through the door I opened, her tail flouncing behind. And to think I stayed up on more than one occasion wrapping her presents.
"How did you get home, Barbara Jean?"
I weighed my options. I could lie and say a friend. But having never—okay, rarely--lied to him, the idea didn't seem appetizing. "I took a cab," I whispered. I blinked, and St. Nic stood in front of me.
"I didn't hear you, cara. What did you say?"
I didn’t answer and kept my eyes downcast. I wasn't scared. This was Cyp, my lover and my friend. What was the worst he could do? Give me a lecture. Or, hopefully, a hug.
I let the tears I'd been holding back ever since I'd gotten in the car fill my eyes and lifted my gaze to meet his. "I took a cab."
He didn't say anything. Just gently brushed away one of the tears that escaped down my cheeks.
"Ti prego non piangere, cara. Non riesco a sopportarlo."
He was still more comfortable speaking his first language than English, and I had picked up the phrases he used frequently. Please don’t cry, sweetheart. I can’t take it.
It made me cry harder because he should have scolded me for not listening but instead wrapped his arms around me, gently because he knew about the injuries that lay beneath my clothes.
Before I could say a word, he swept me up into his arms and made his way to our room.
I loved our room. Even though I had gotten rid of my apartment, we had kept my bed and couch. The first places we had made love.
He laid me gently on the mattress and eased off my boots. He made a tsking noise but refrained from asking me how my ankle got twisted. Dropping them to the floor, he pushed up my skirts gently, making sure the fabric didn't touch my scraped skin. He inhaled before he leaned forward and kissed my battered skin. I gave a hiccupping gasp, my tears drying nearly instantly as the heat of the caress ricocheted through my body.
He pulled my legs apart, and I eagerly helped, spreading them and lifting my lower body as he pushed the skirt until he was around my waist.
Murmuring words I didn't understand, he licked and kissed every bruise and abrasion until I writhed under his ministrations.
"Cypriano, please."
"Si, cara, you know I always do."
I ignored the arrogance in his words because they were true. So very true. He did please every single time, and I wanted him to again. Right now.
I cried out, my back arching as his tongue slipped between my labia. It played a quick teasing game with my clit before his fingers joined in to touch the moisture slicking my sex. My breathing sped up, and the horrible day I’d had faded into oblivion as if it had never happened.
Licking and sucking, he tunneled his fingers deeper into me, purposely gliding them along the millions of nerve endings he mastered. Placing my feet flat on the surface of the bed, I arched up, trying to get closer. Slide his fingers deeper.
His breath feathered against my pussy as he chided me gently. "No, cara, disobedient little girls don't get the pleasure easily. They have to earn it."
I cried out as he pulled his finger free from my body and took a step back away from me.
"Cypriano, please."
He didn't acknowledge my plea, just towered over me, his gaze locked between my legs. His hands were on his belt buckle, and just below, even in the darkness, I could see his erection straining against the material of his pants. I swallowed hard and wondered how long he would make me wait. And if there was a way I could push him far enough that he'd forget about the silly threat of punishment.
Scooting back on the bed, I spread my legs wider and grinned as his breath hissed between his teeth. Pushing up, I rested against the pillows piled against the headboard and slowly trailed my fingers down. I was wet. Wetter than I usually was during an encounter with him. I didn't know why, but I knew I burned and the thought of him denying me what we both wanted…needed made me want to weep again.
"Cyp, please, I need you."
At first I thought he'd ignore me again, but he didn't. He knelt between my legs and pushed away my fingers, which were playing idly in my wetness.
"You need me?" he asked as he leaned closer until he was inches away from my sex. "I dunno, cara. I don’t think you need me all that much."
"I do," I whispered. My voice was soft, breathy.
He pressed a kissed to my mound, trailing his way down until he reached the vulnerable vein in my inner thigh. My sex tightened, he rarely took blood from his area but when he did...
Cypriano brushed his lips against it, licking it, teasing it until I moaned. When he struck, it was so quickly I barely registered his head moving. His teeth sank deep the same time his fingers did. Plunging them deep into my pussy, he curved them up and with unerring accuracy found my spot. He closed his mouth of the wound and stroked almost in the same rhythm as he sucked.
Tension wound through my body, and I writhed against him as I felt the orgasm build. It would be great, but I wanted him inside of me. The comfort of his body against mine, inside mine as he fed from me.
I opened my mouth to tell him what I needed when my orgasm struck without warning. I cried out, my eyes closed as ecstasy pumped though me. Trying to catch my breath, I almost didn't register the weight of his body on mine.
It was like this sometimes, as if he could read my mind. I clutched his shoulders as I wrapped my legs around his waist. I breathed his name, my own personal prayer, and raised my head to meet his kiss as his lips pressed against mine.
The metallic taste of my blood didn't disgust me like I had once thought it would. I kept him alive, a part of me lived inside of him, and just as I would take his blood, the act seemed just as intimate as our love making.
"Now, Cypriano, now pl—" I didn't finish the sentence before he was inside me, deep, so deep I didn't think I'd ever be able to distinguish where I stopped and he began.
Our mouths still locked together as he rocked into me. It didn’t take long before the tension wound tight in my stomach, and I knew I’d come again. Pulling my mouth away from his, I buried my face in the curve of his neck before biting down.
Cypriano moaned, and I echoed it as he sank his fangs deep in the side of my neck and propelled me into another orgasm. Spasms spread outward, rippling in waves, and I cried out as he pounded into me.
Ramming deep, he groaned as he came inside me.
The room was quiet, not even our breathing could be heard in the silence. I lay on Cypriano’s chest and wondered what he was thinking.
Tears ran down my face as I thought ot how his first Christmas had been ruined. I wanted him to know the joy and love my parents had always given me and my brother, Joaquin, at this time of year. Cyp had been alone so long. For once, I wanted him to know what it was like to have family and a holiday.
Before I could explain to him why I was crying he gathered me in his arms and held me as I cried.
“I just wanted Christmas to be special to and for you,” I whispered without prompting.
He sighed and brushed my hair back from my face. “Don’t you know by now, Barbara Jean, that it is? It will always be burnt into my very soul because it was when I was given the gift of your love.”
I pulled back so I could see his face.
“And for you, I’d do anything. Brave anything. Priests, mass, holy water, and a church wedding.”
My cheeks heated. “You knew?”
“Cara mia, of course I knew. I’d do anything for you.” He grabbed my hand and slipped something cold and hard on my finger. It glittered in the darkness, and my heartbeat sped up.
I didn’t mind that he didn’t officially ask because there was absolutely no doubt what my answer would be. Only one thing diminished my joy.
“I have nothing to give you in return. The department–”
He pressed his finger tips against my lips. “Don’t be silly. You have given me everything, and I will always be thankful for that. Merry Christmas, my love.”
I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed tight. Christmas wasn’t only the most wonderful time of the year. Any time I was with my St. Nic was also the most wonderful time of the year too.
“Merry Christmas.” I pressed my lips against his, and we set off to make more wonderful Christmas memories.
Just me and my St. Nic.
The End
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Smiling at the man on the bed, Lyn reached around and slowly unzipped her short white dress. She let it fall from her shoulders and then nudged it over her hips. The heat in his brilliant blue eyes urged her on despite her nerves.
She reminded herself it was just Rick. They’d had plenty of opportunities to fool around over the last seven months, but this was the first chance they’d had to consummate their relationship, which meant he was just as nervous as her.
As she unhooked her bra, she reminded herself that he loved her, so much he’d arranged their semi-getaway in a beautiful hotel a mere fifteen minutes from their kids. And she loved him. Loved him so much she’d proposed at dinner. So what if it wasn’t…conventional. It’d be a great story for the grandkids—someday.
Their eyes locked, and they smiled at one another, as if he could read her mind.
“You’re thinking too hard.”
She shrugged and said, “I know.”
Shaking his head, he crooked a finger at her. “No more thinking.”
She slipped out of her panties and climbed on the bed, gingerly straddling his lap.
“Relax,” he whispered. “I won’t break.”
“Sorry.”
His hand glided lazily up her spine. “Don’t be sorry. Don’t apologize.”
“I just—“ Lyn crossed her hands over her breasts, suddenly self-conscious.
“I know.” They both wanted tonight to be perfect.
Rick pulled her closer until they were skin to skin and their lips met. Lyn sighed against his mouth and kissed him, teasing his tongue while he continued to caress her back and hips as if he had all the time in the world, as if they had no checkout time tomorrow and could stay like they were forever. She nibbled at his lips, then worked her way to his neck, until she found that tender spot on his shoulder and his hands slid lower, kneading her bottom. He teased the cheeks of her ass with his fingertips, tracing the contours until her hips arched, urging him lower, deeper, harder.
He ignored her, and she sank her teeth a little deeper into the tender, nerve-filled muscle of his shoulder. Rick groaned and shuddered and whispered something about how mean she was. Lyn ran her hands through his thick dark hair, nibbling at his earlobe and purring in his ear until he laughed, but making love with Rick was serious business and no amount of lighthearted teasing would ease the ache between her thighs.
It had been so long.
She reached between them and wrapped her hand around his cock, then leaned back, uncertain of her next move.
“No worries.” He tucked some stray hairs behind her ear. “Just do what feels right.”
“I want you.”
“Not yet.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to her neck. The scrape of his five o’clock shadow on her skin pulled a moan from the back of her throat.
She was hot and shivery by turns as he slowly worked his way down her chest, finally latching onto her aching breast. Willing herself to be patient, she released his cock. He’d warned her beforehand it might take longer until he was ready. Really ready. So she settled back, happy to let Rick lead, and to give as much as she got until he finally—finally reached between them and positioned her over his cock. By then, there wasn’t an inch of her he hadn’t touched. Their eyes locked again as she slowly slid home, giving herself time to adjust to the feel of him inside her. Lyn wet her lips and swallowed the sudden lump in her throat.
Rick’s eyes were fiery hot as he tweaked her nipples, rolling the stiff tips between his fingers, and they continued to watch one another, searching for clues, gauging each other’s reactions. Lyn kissed him hard and quick, a part of her worried she’d miss something. But it wasn’t just the curiosity or the newness. She loved the way he looked at her, the way he watched her while she rode him, and she wanted him to watch her come. She rode him until they were both slick with sweat and struggling for air, until she couldn’t hold back any longer.
She cried out as her orgasm rocketed through her, her fingers digging into Rick’s shoulders. His hands gripped her hips, refusing to let it end until he pulled her to him, his face buried in her chest. Lyn held on tight and even when it was over, they stayed like that, slowly rocking back and forth as if they were fused together. She would have given anything to stay like that forever.
Finally, he eased his grip on her and leaned against the pillows with a deep sigh. She followed, planting soft kisses on one side of his neck while her fingers caressed the other side, teasing the edges of his hair until his lost erection forced her to move.
“Be right back,” she whispered, then slid from the bed and made a dash for the bathroom. She closed the door, heeded mother nature’s call, then slowly washed her hands. Did she ask him if he’d come or would he tell her? Had she done okay?
Rick had tried to prepare her for sex with a paraplegic—Lord love him, it was one of the most difficult conversations she’d ever had with a member of the opposite sex. She’d assured him that she was ready, more than ready but…a knock at the door interrupted her train of thought. She dried her hands as she crossed the chilly tile and cracked the door open to find Rick in his wheelchair looking a little worried.
“You okay?”
“Yeah,” she said shyly.
“Then get out of the way,” he said with a grin. “I gotta go.”
Lyn tossed down the hand towel and leaned over, planting a soft kiss on his lips. Once he’d backed up enough to let her slip past, she did so…and got a smack on her bottom for her trouble.
Judging from the smile in his eyes, maybe it didn’t matter?
North Texas: December, 2009
The last time Lyn Coates had spoken with Joe Kendall she’d informed him, in no uncertain terms that if he ever stepped foot on her property again, she’d shove her pistol down his throat and feed him the clip. More than once in the eight weeks since, she’d daydreamed about all the painful, drawn out ways she could kill him.
Which begged the question, why was she speeding through the dismal, wintery countryside straight toward him?
As if to make a point, she eased up on the gas and set the cruise control. The answer was simple: the honorable and—here she rolled her eyes—oh-so-revered Sheriff Joe Kendall hadn’t become a Texas legend because he was cute. That son of a bitch was wily as a possum and ornery as a rabid Chihuahua. He’d honed in on Lyn’s one fatal flaw—a child in need—and was apparently ruthless enough to use it against her.
Child in need or no, it changed nothing between them, and she’d told him so on the phone. Her number one rule of parenting was to kill the hyena that got between you and your cubs and then feed it to your cubs for dinner. And if the Sheriff tried anything funny, she’d do just that.
Lyn snorted under her breath as her Lexus sped past the ‘Welcome to Waite, Texas’ sign. She slowed her compact SUV and eased past the gaily decorated downtown area. She wasn’t ready for what she knew would be a grueling afternoon both mentally and emotionally.
After just a few more turns, she was on Elm Street cruising past a row of post-WWII houses until she spotted the Sheriff’s Suburban. She parked behind him and shoved her cell phone and keys into her purse before grabbing it and the tote bag she’d hurriedly packed from the passenger seat.
The sun was hidden by thick gray clouds, and as she made her way up the leaf-strewn sidewalk, the rattle of bare branches overhead reminded her Christmas was just a few short weeks away. Thank God, they’d be in New Mexico then, skiing, snowboarding and reveling in the sight of her youngest son seeing his first real snow. She couldn’t wait.
The Sheriff stepped onto the deep porch, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans. He was tall, barrel-chested and despite his age, still a handsome man—at least, on the outside.
“Thank you for coming.” The arrogance that had radiated from him at their first meeting, in their subsequent phone calls over the last eight weeks, and in every photo she’d ever found of him, was nowhere to be seen. Only something sad and quiet, but was that sadness for the child inside the house whose father had disappeared or the child Joe and Lyn shared?
No, not shared, she reminded herself. Joe had thrown Jessie away, solely to cover his ass—and cover up an illicit affair by leaving her to foster care to deal with after her mother’s death. She’d been four. Seven years later, Lyn and Jessie had sort of stumbled over one another and six weeks later she’d filed the adoption papers.
“I’m not doing this for you,” Lyn said as she climbed the steps. She had no clue why the Sherriff had called her (of all people).
He leveled a pale blue gaze at her, his dark brows drawn together. “I know.”
“So why did you call?”
“Because my daughter, Gretchen, was out searching and her—“ He shook his head, a little of the old Joe peeking through, “—significant other has the flu.”
“You could have just called your local social worker.” She hefted the bag higher on her shoulder.
“It’s more complicated than that.” He glanced over his shoulder, then back at her. “They found her daddy’s body about twenty minutes ago.”
“Jesus,” she muttered, the bottom falling out of her stomach. “What’ll happen to her?”
“Rick.” The Sheriff nodded. “That’s what her daddy wanted.” He held open the screen door, and deciding it would be best to keep silent for now, Lyn stepped inside. Of course she’d done her homework—from the minute Joe told her who he was. While she knew a lot about Joe and his daughter, who was also in law enforcement, Lyn knew little about Rick beyond he was a widower and wheelchair-bound.
“This is Maisey,” the Sheriff said.
The three of them sized one another up, and in Rick Kendall’s eyes, Lyn saw the same distress she’d seen in his father’s, the same distress he probably saw mirrored in her own eyes. But for completely different reasons. Getting involved in Maisey Kennedy’s life complicated an already difficult situation. Damn Joe for calling her! Had Joe told his son who Lyn was? She voted no—for now.
Rick was a younger version of Joe, an older, more masculine version of Jessie, and Lyn found it impossible to not compare the two siblings. He wore his dark hair long and barely layered. The back brushed the collar of his t-shirt while the front curved around the contour of his face. On some men, it would have looked silly or unkempt, but on Rick it helped to soften those distinctive Kendall cheekbones and pale blue eyes.
Wheelchair or no, Rick Kendall was a man who probably drew a lot of second and third looks. At his quirked eyebrow, Lyn realized she was staring. Cheeks burning, she crossed the hardwood floor to the easy chair where Maisey sat on Rick’s lap. She set down her bag and offered her hand to Rick while the Sheriff stumbled over the introductions. She hoped Rick didn’t think she’d been staring because of the nearby wheelchair, but now wasn’t the time or place to address her bad manners.
“Thank you so much for this.”
She knelt in front of them, nothing the shadows under the child’s eyes. “How are you, Maisey?”
The child buried her face in Rick’s worn T-shirt and cried a little as if she could hide from her problems. They should all be so lucky.
He hugged Maisey tightly and rubbed her back. “She hasn’t had a nap, and she won’t eat.”
“Won’t drink much either,” the Sheriff added from behind her.
Nodding, Lyn smoothed a hand across the child’s forehead, swallowing her anger at the selfishness of her fellow adults, then unzipped her bag to get the thermometer. “She feels a little warm, but I don’t think she’s running a fever. Maisey, can I take a look at you?”
“It’s okay, baby.” Rick gently nudged the child off his lap but leaned forward, his arms around her. Their eyes met, and she nodded; she appreciated his protective instinct.
A cursory exam revealed thrush in her mouth but no bruises, no indication of old, out of the ordinary injuries, and she was relatively clean. Her hair could use a good brushing but if that qualified as a sin, Lyn herself would be in deep shit. She had toddlers; she knew how it was.
As much as it pained her to think it, the child was lucky if a little neglect was all she’d suffered. She kept her voice low and forced herself to smile at Maisey. “She needs to see a doctor for the thrush, and I’d bet money she’s got a yeast infection to go with it.” She turned to look at the Sheriff. “Unless you know a doctor who makes house calls.”
Nodding, he stepped outside.
Lyn shook her head. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“Dad knows everybody…and they all owe him a favor or three.”
“I can imagine.”
“I don’t know how to tell…” He glanced pointedly at Maisey who stood firmly planted between his legs.
“I can do it. Not now, though. Maybe after the doctor.” After nearly five years as a foster mom, there wasn’t much Lyn hadn’t seen or heard…or had to say to a child.
By the time the doctor had come, checked Maisey over, and left them some medication samples, Rick’s sister Gretchen had arrived. She was a very tall, attractive redhead whose photos didn’t do her justice.
“How is she?” Gretchen asked as they shook hands.
“She’ll be okay,” Rick said as Lyn fished out a packet of Kool-Aid and a can of chicken-and-stars soup and stood.
“How about we try to get something in her tummy?”
Gretchen offered to help, and Lyn quietly followed her into the kitchen, leaving Rick alone with Maisey. Lyn washed out Maisey’s sippy cup while Gretchen mixed the Kool-Aid.
“I really appreciate you coming all the way out here.”
“It’s no trouble.” What else could she say? Fearing the other woman might start asking questions, Lyn took the now-full cup and left Gretchen to handle the soup. Lyn hated Kool-Aid but knew that it would be easy on the child’s tender mouth.
Back in the living room, Rick had moved to his wheelchair. And from out on the porch came the sound of raised voices.
“We were just getting ready to check on that soup.”
“Good idea.” She handed Maisey her cup and watched Rick wheel her down the hall toward the kitchen. She shook her head, thinking they made a cute pair. And the last thing Maisey needed to hear was an argument that apparently had to do with her (and her father).
Out on the porch things grew more heated as a very angry woman informed Joe that Rick had no business taking charge of a small child, and worse, she thought they should make up some bullshit about Maisey’s daddy going away on ‘business’. For Lyn, that was the final straw. She pushed open the screen door, thinking to herself that she couldn’t imagine a worse idea.
The conversation stopped as abruptly as if someone had pushed the pause button on a TV remote. Joe and the woman, who appeared to be about his age, trim and well dressed, turned to stare at Lyn.
She’d dashed out of the house fresh from the shower, with only minimal makeup on. Her T-shirt and jeans were clean but had seen more than a few dozen washings, and her flannel shirt had been a church rummage sale find—three years ago. Or maybe the old lady just didn’t like her nose ring.
“Did you need something?” the woman asked, eyebrows arched as she judged Lyn and found her wanting.
“As a matter of fact—” While she spoke, Lyn pulled both doors shut. That poor child inside had been through enough for one day. “Do you have children, ma’am?”
“No.” Her lips thinned and if anything, her posture stiffened.
“Well, I do. Six of them…and two grandchildren, and I can tell you, from first-hand experience—” Lyn forced herself to not glance at the Sheriff, “—that not telling Maisey about her father’s death is the cruelest thing imaginable. “
The other woman’s eyes flickered over Lyn again, landing somewhere near her bare left hand. Smiling, Lyn held up her ringless fingers, a part of her debating whether to explain where four of those six kids had come from.
“I’m sure you have plenty of…experience to back up your opinion—”
“Helen.” Joe shifted, attempting to wedge himself between them. Brave man. “I have to agree with Lyn on this one. She needs to be told.”
“In the kindest, gentlest way possible,” Lyn added.
After Helen left, and Maisey’s tummy was full, she reluctantly agreed to stay with “Aunt Gretchen” while Lyn and Rick trekked out to the front porch to talk. Up and down the street interior lights had been turned on against the late afternoon gloom.
“Thank you for whatever you said to Helen. I’ve known her all my life, and she means well, but…” He shook his head and his eyes conveyed what he couldn’t say.
“Meaning well and doing well aren’t the same thing.” Lyn took a seat, hugging her flannel shirt to her. “And while I don’t mind telling Masiey about her father…I think it might be best to play it by ear. If we see an opportunity fine; otherwise, wait until tomorrow. One more day won’t make a huge difference. She has nobody? No family anywhere?”
“Chris was it, and I know he wasn’t the best dad in the world, but he loved her.” Rick leaned back in his wheelchair and ran a hand through his hair, briefly revealing a few gray strands.
Lyn slowly shook her head, unable to hold back a scowl. Chris had taken himself out of the picture and left his child an orphan. “You do realize that, at some point, CPS is going to have to be involved. Whether you take legal custody of her or not.”
Now it was his turn to frown. “I thought you had some sort of connection or something with them.”
“Is that why your dad called me?” She had connections but not those kinds of connections.
He shrugged and grinned a little and said, “Who knows why my dad does anything?”
“Indeed.” So Joe hadn’t told…and she’d be damned if she would. If Joe was man enough to commit such a complete and utter FUBAR, he’d just have to be man enough to tell his children.
“Do you think I’ll lose her?” Rick asked, his deep voice rough with emotion.
She reminded herself he wasn’t just taking on the care of a small child but dealing with the death of a good friend. “Because of the wheelchair?” At his concerned nod, she continued, “I can’t say; I’m no social worker, but from what I do know, it shouldn’t be an issue—unless you have other health problems?”
“No, none.”
“Good. I can make a few calls. See what I can find out, but—” His direct gaze and close proximity left Lyn feeling unsettled. She focused on what she knew, which was helping him keep Maisey. She waved a hand, indicating the porch that needed a coat of paint and a thorough cleaning, “—you’re gonna have to make some changes. If…when Protective Services comes in, they’ll want to know that Maisey is safe and well cared for. Not just loved. If you don’t feel up to it--”
“He’ll be fine,” the Sheriff boomed as he pushed open the screen door to join them. His tone didn’t leave an inch for arguing, and Lyn shivered underneath her flannel shirt, feeling a moment of pity for the social worker who had to tangle with Joe Kendall.
“You didn’t seem to think so four years ago.” Fire flashed in Rick’s eyes as he turned his wheelchair to face his father.
“You were in a coma.” With those five words, the old Sheriff returned, his defensive tone and rigid posture leaving no room for argument, because of course, the Sheriff was always right.
“And, what? You just forgot to return my son?”
Well if that just didn’t thicken the proverbial plot. Lyn’s hands clenched into fists and the rest of her followed suit, tensing in anticipation of the Sheriff’s next volley.
“It was for the best; you couldn’t have handled him.”
“And what makes you think I can handle Maisey any better? Or are you planning on taking her, too?” Rick pushed his bangs from his eyes while a tic began to pulsate in his jaw.
Wincing inwardly, Lyn stood, deciding to leave them to hash it out in private. She walked the length of the porch and descended the wheelchair ramp. It sat underneath the carport and left just enough room for the front of Rick’s truck—providing protection from the elements as he got in or out of the vehicle.
She tried to imagine him getting Maisey to school or loading her up to go grab a gallon of milk for breakfast, or heaven forbid, a midnight trek to the ER to deal with an ear infection, and suddenly understood his concern a little better. Certainly, it would be challenging, but his sister lived across the street, and if he was serious about keeping Maisey, he’d make it work. But she didn’t envy him.
She kept moving to fight off the chilly temperatures, walking the length of the carport. It opened onto a backyard full of leaves. There was no handicap ramp off the back porch. Lyn stepped back a few paces, glanced at Rick’s truck and the expanse of unused carport, then at the back porch. She was still mulling over the tentative plan forming in her head when Rick rejoined her, an apology spilling from his lips.
The only relationship more complicated than parent and child had to be marriage, and she told him so, assuring him it was no big deal. “Matter of fact, when my granddaughter was born—my son was seventeen—anyway, my dad showed up that evening and the first words out of his mouth were ‘I hope you grounded him.’”
They were both still laughing as the Sheriff joined them once again. She’d bet her last hidden Hershey bar he was afraid she’d spill the beans about Jessie.
“I looked him square in the eye and said, ‘Yeah, Dad. For the next eighteen years!’”
Rick laughed again while the Sheriff just shook his head. “Now, are you two done fussing at each other? Because we have work to do.”
*****
Rick sat listening in amazement as the quiet woman who’d been so gentle and kind with Maisey turned into a general. Even more amazing…his father. The old man didn’t argue, didn’t fuss, and didn’t scoff or roll his eyes at Lyn’s plan to extend his porch around the side of the house, connect it with the back and add that ramp he and Chris had never gotten around to.
“It’ll mean moving a section of the chain link fence out back but in the long run, I think it’ll save you a few gray hairs.”
“Sounds good.” He wondered what she’d do if he said no, but of course, he’d said yes. He appreciated Lyn’s presence, her help, the way she’d been so good with Maisey, and her quiet strength. Most importantly of all, he appreciated how she hadn’t questioned his desire to keep Maisey but pitched in, ready to help make it happen.
“Are you sure?” she asked, eyebrows raised.
“Positive.”
As she continued talking, he listened with half an ear and half an eye on his father. Lyn exuded the confidence of a woman old enough to be comfortable in her own skin, and he pegged her as somewhere near Gretchen who was forty-three—three years older than Rick. Lyn had probably never been called beautiful, but her big eyes were filled with kindness and…wisdom maybe, he wasn’t sure. Coupled with a mouth that seemed naturally inclined to smile, long reddish brown hair, and graceful feminine curves, well, there was plenty to appreciate about her. That train of thought led to wondering how she knew his dad, and if they were sleeping together. Just as quickly, Rick dismissed the notion. The old man was, in his own weird way, devoted to Helen.
“Let’s head inside, and I’ll make you a list of things we’ll need.” Lyn and the Sheriff nodded at one another.
As he turned his wheelchair around and pushed it toward the ramp, Rick bit back a smile at the mental picture of the old man at Wally World buying child-proofing supplies.
Somewhere down in Hell, the Devil was laughing his ass off.
*****
It wasn’t that late, barely six, but Maisey’s eyes were drooping. Lyn shooed the Sheriff off to do her bidding, gave the child a bath and another dose of her medicine, then led her to Rick’s spare bedroom. The house was quiet, and she assumed Rick was in the kitchen because she hadn’t seen him in the living room after Maisey’s bath.
The sports posters on the walls said it had, at one time, been his son’s. A blue bedspread covered the double bed, and an old nineteen inch television and a DVD player sat on the dresser –both covered with a fine film of dust. Men just didn’t clean like women did, and after raising three boys, she felt certain it was a simple matter of genetics. More specifically, a broken X gene.
Maisey let loose with a jaw-cracking yawn as Lyn fished some PJ’s from her bag. Poor baby. She’d had a grueling day. “Pink polka dots or Dora the Explorer?”
Finally, she spoke. “Dora.” Not much but it was progress. She barely spoke a dozen words as Lyn brushed her hair and gathered it into a ponytail. Lyn settled on the floor with her legs crossed, replaced the brush and fished out two DVD’s for the child’s inspection. “Horton or Cars?”
Her curiosity obviously aroused, Maisey glanced from Lyn’s bag of tricks to the movies and back, then pointed at Horton Hears a Who. Rick had assured her that Maisey had always been a quiet child, but it still concerned Lyn who was used to the chatter and laughter of a crowded dinner table.
“My daughter, Etta, loves this movie!”
Once Lyn got the DVD going, she kicked off her shoes and stretched out on the bed, taking comfort in the feel of the small body nestled next to hers. She’d been up since before the sun and almost dozed off while waiting on Maisey to fall asleep.
Lyn gently slid from the bed and called home to check in on her own children. Jessie quickly assured her everyone was fine, then proceeded to ask a ton of questions about Rick and Maisey. She insisted on driving up with Ty in the morning to help out.
“You do realize what that means, Jess?” Lyn quietly asked.
“I know, Mom.” Her own voice was equally quiet. At some point tomorrow she’d meet Joe, and where he was concerned, Jessie had a truckload of issues. But she also knew her own mind and if this was what she wanted, then Lyn would support her.
*****
At the sound of footsteps, Rick rubbed a hand across his tired eyes and sat up straighter on the couch. He hadn’t expected his father to return tonight with the supplies Lyn had sent him for. Hadn’t expected his father to want to talk. And sure as hell hadn’t expected him to shamefacedly confess to a fifteen-year-old affair—not with Lyn, but with Gretchen’s best friend--and a fifteen-year-old daughter, whom Lyn had apparently adopted.
Coupled with the slew of gargantuan lies his father had told in order to keep Jessie’s existence a secret, it was all Rick could do to not yell as he’d ordered his father from his house.
Yes, he knew he’d need his father’s help with Maisey, but it’d be a while before he could look the old man square in the eye again. Jesus, what a day.
Lyn appeared in the archway that divided the hallway from the living area, her hazel brown eyes flitting to the overflowing shopping bags. “He told you, didn’t he?”
Rick nodded, taking comfort in the fact she didn’t gloat. On the contrary, she seemed as upset as him. “He’s telling Gretchen now.”
“Oh, Lord.” She crossed the room, set her cell phone on the coffee table and took a seat next to him. Her gaze was direct and steady and filled with worry.
“Does she know? About my dad?” Sure the old man had acted humble and contrite, but the lengths he’d gone to to hide the affair still had Rick’s head reeling.
Chuckling softly, Lyn nodded. “Oh yeah. Jessie’s not a child…well, she’s not a child and hasn’t been for a very long time. So she’s not someone you can keep secrets from. Especially when they have to do with her.”
He silently turned it all over, his eyes on Lyn. She was sweet and pretty…and his sister’s adoptive mother. So much for asking her out, which he’d actually considered after she’d been sweet enough to offer to stay over. Where the hell did he even begin asking questions?
“Rick, I know this is a lot to take in. It’s why I was so surprised your father called me.”
Her words sparked something, but he couldn’t quite grasp it. He sighed and threw up his hands, giving in to laughter that had nothing to do with humor. “What happens now?”
“We all go on with our lives. Legally, Jessie is mine, and I’ll fight your daddy to the death, though he doesn’t have a legal leg to stand on. I’ve told Jessie I’ll go along with whatever she decides regarding Joe and what she wants is to come up here tomorrow. Help out. Meet you.
“I shouldn’t feel happy about that, but I do.”
“We feel what we feel. Apologies aren’t necessary.”
She was right, but how she managed to not lose her cool was a mystery. He would have; hell, he did every time the subject of his son came up. “Damn,” he said softly.
“I want to show you something.” Lyn retrieved her cell phone from the coffee table, punched a few buttons and flipped it over. “Now you know why I was staring when I first walked in.”
“Holy Houdini.” He did the math, quickly figuring his own son had been three when Jessie was born. “She could have been mine.” Rick swallowed the thick lump clogging his throat. “If I had known, I’da taken her in a heartbeat and kept his damn secret. I guess that makes me as bad as him.”
“Not necessarily. I think if you had taken Jessie, you would have done right by her, but for what it’s worth, I’m glad you didn’t, and I’m not the only one.”
He got it but…he didn’t, and when she spoke again, her tone was a bit sheepish, “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I know Jessie hasn’t had an easy life, and what your father did to her and her mother was…despicable, but I’m very thankful to have her in mine.
In some weird way, he supposed it made sense, but the rest of Kendall and Waite counties wouldn’t see it that way. There was a storm coming, and it smelled like cow chips. “When word gets out, and it will, I have a feeling hell’ll freeze over before the old man lives this down. So why are you here…helping him?”
She laughed again and flicked her hair over her shoulder. “I’m not. I’m here for Maisey…and you. Because I really do want to help. I fostered for about four years after Jessie came to live with me, and if I had said no, Jessie would never have let me live it down.”
Rick relaxed at her words, allowing some of the tension to leave his shoulders, letting his hands unfist as her words sank in. He had a feeling his baby sister was a force to be reckoned with…and in her own way, so was Lyn. She shifted, settling closer and showing him more photos. He forced his eyes away from where their legs touched and listened while she talked. He knew she was warm; he could feel the heat radiating from her flannel shirt. The warmth didn’t register against his leg, but touch did.
“I don’t think your father has a clue what he’s in for when they meet, ‘cause Miss Jessie isn’t one to pull punches.” She pushed her hair out of her face, and it brushed against Rick’s shoulder.
“I want to know everything, but I have to ask you something and I want you to think long and hard about it because my father has a reason for everything he does.” He waited for Lyn’s nod, glanced down at Jessie’s photo then verbalized what had been nagging at him, “Why the hell would he tell on himself?”
“The Sheriff? I honestly don’t know, but he’s been calling and writing ever since we tripped over one another a couple months back. Maybe he’s gone off the deep end?”
“So he wasn’t looking?”
“No, I was speaking somewhere about adopting older kids, and—” She tilted her head back and flashed him a rueful grin, “—I don’t tell my kids’ business but I guess I gave too much away.”
As Lyn continued to talk about Jessie, Rick fell in love with his little sister, and even though he knew he shouldn’t, a little in love with Lyn.
*****
The following morning, Lyn woke with a start at the feel of very masculine, calloused fingers smoothing her hair away from her face and tucking it behind her ear. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d woken up in bed with a male over two feet tall who didn’t kick or shove his feet in her chest while she tried to sleep.
She opened her eyes as a soft masculine rumble was punctuated by equally soft childish giggles. Rick and Maisey were definitely up to something. Deciding to play along, she lay perfectly still. A few giggles later, she found herself the recipient of a Wet Willie -- compliments of Maisey. Shrieking, Lyn bolted up in the bed and spun around. Maisey was pressed against Rick’s chest, her laughing mouth covered with both hands.
“Ya’ll are as bad as my kids.” She wasn’t mad. On the contrary, she was relieved to see Maisey laughing and teasing.
Rick lay on top of the covers dressed in sweats and a different T-shirt, his wheelchair positioned next to the bed, his wet hair tucked behind his ears. He’d obviously been up a while, but it still felt early. “She was just asking when her daddy would be back.”
“I’ll be right back.” Lyn dashed to the bathroom, emptied her poor bladder, and splashed cold water on her face.
Back in the bed, she scooted as close to the duo as possible, taking comfort in the feel of Rick’s arms around the both of them as she gently broke Maisey’s heart.
Rick tightened his grip and Lyn slipped an arm around his waist, unable to hold back her own tears. Once Maisey’s sobs subsided a little, Lyn dabbed at her face and said, “You’re gonna live here with your Uncle Rick now, and he’s going to take good care of you.” She looked up at Rick, whose eyes were also red, and added, “Everything’s going to be fine.”
Outside, a lawnmower started up, reminding them that the world hadn’t stopped turning, but neither Lyn nor Rick moved. Instead, they laid there staring at one another, Rick’s fingers gently teasing the hair at Lyn’s temples while they waited for a sign from Maisey that she was ready to get up and go greet her new life.
*****
The lawnmower finally stopped, and Rick kept his eyes on Lyn, unable to look at the sobbing Maisey cradled against him. Rick didn’t have the heart to move her and no way could he have told her as gracefully as Lyn had done.
He mouthed a silent thank you and continued to stroke her hair while he rubbed Maisey’s back with his hand. He knew he shouldn’t be touching Lyn, but he could get used to this.
Finally, the sound of car doors slamming and teenagers snarking at each other got Lyn up. “That’s Jessie and Ty.”
He watched her go, immediately regretting the loss of her. “Maisey, honey. You feel like getting up?”
She shook her head, so Rick stayed put until he heard footsteps. He turned, expecting to see Lyn returning, but it was Jessie, her pale blue eyes flicking from him to Maisey and back again. With a shake of her head, she dropped the bags she was carrying, circled the bed, and took her mother’s place.
Despite the fact Jessie’s hair was currently a very unnatural shade of raspberry, there was no denying the family connection. He debated for all of three seconds whether to hug her or not, then gave in to the urge. She didn’t fight him but the distance between them was almost physical. Again, they stayed put until the smell of frying sausage and a little voice announcing breakfast forced Rick to glance over his shoulder one more time.
The little girl standing near his feet was no bigger than Maisey, and as dusky as his goddaughter was fair, her straightish hair cut to her chin, and laughing, almond shaped brown eyes.
“That’s Etta. She’s mixed.”
“Biracial,” Etta gently corrected, her eyes on her big sister.
Rick bit back a laugh as he took the two of them in. “Maisey, you want to get up?”
She shook her head and shrugged, burrowing deeper in the bed.
“We ate before we left this morning.” Jessie watched him intently, her poker-face firmly in place. “I’ll keep an eye on her. You go eat.” When he hesitated, she added, “I’m good with kids.”
Rick eased away from Maisey and sat up, preparing to make the shift to his chair.
“Etta, don’t stare,” Jessie said.
Curiosity from children wasn’t new. Rick smiled at her and said, “It’s okay.” He shifted his right leg off the bed, a fistful of sweatpants gripped in one hand so his foot didn’t bang the floor, then repeated the process with the other leg.
“How long have you been like that?” Jessie asked from behind him.
“About three years now.” He glanced over his shoulder, his worry over leaving Maisey dissipating at the sight of Jessie’s hand on her back.
“Must suck.”
He couldn’t contain a grin at her bluntness. “Some days, but I guess it could be worse.”
“Could be a quadriplegic.”
“Could be dead,” he countered, “and I might not be able to walk, but I do have some feeling.” At her questioning look, he said, “It’s complicated, but if you really want to know, then someday I’ll explain it to you.”
“I want to know.”
“Duly noted.” He repositioned his feet, grasped the armrests of his chair, tightened his abdomen and pushed himself upright. He gave himself a few moments to get his balance, then turned and lowered himself into the seat, repositioning his feet so he could get into his chair easier. Leaning forward, he grasped the armrests one at a time, his shoulder muscles tightening as he lowered himself into the seat. He leaned over set each foot on the footrest, and at that point, Etta apparently decided she’d seen enough. She gave a little wave just as he sat up, and then took off. Her small feet echoed off the hardwood floor, followed by the smack of the screen door. “Did she just go outside?”
“Yeah. Ty’s out there. He’ll watch her. Does it bother you?” Obviously, Jessie wasn’t going to be deterred from her train of thought—namely him and his chair. Not that he minded.
“Of course. Sometimes,” he amended, “but I do okay and I don’t have to rely on anyone to take care of me.” Much as he appreciated her forthrightness, she really knew how to put someone on the spot.
“Do you date?” Jessie now had her head propped on her hand, her crystal blue eyes inscrutable.
“Not much.” Most of the women he knew, he’d known all his life, and they tended to treat him like a child or an oddity. It was a rare woman who just saw him.
In the kitchen Rick found Lyn standing at the stove scrambling eggs.
“Hope you don’t mind me just moving in,” she tossed over her shoulder.
“Not at all.” Actually, it was kinda nice.
She dished up two plates and set them on the table beside two steaming cups of coffee while Rick grabbed some flatware and then joined her.
“How’s Gretchen?”
“She’s been better, but she’ll be okay.” She’d come by last night about the time Lyn had tried to stifle her third yawn.
“Just takes time.”
While Rick had been lying down with Maisey, Lyn had changed, put on a little makeup, and gathered her hair into a ponytail. Just above the collar of her baby blue thermal shirt was the outline of a tattoo.
“You’re staring.” She dumped some sugar into her coffee then glanced at him from the corner of her eye, a wicked grin at the corner of her lips.
“How many tattoos do you have?”
“I’ve lost count.”
On her, the nose ring seemed more a matter of whimsy than rebellion. Had it been the same for the tattoos? He wondered what had spurred her to get one in the first place, but didn’t ask. It seemed too personal somehow.
“Are you not hungry?”
“I was staring again, wasn’t I?” he asked as he picked up his fork and dug in.
“Just a little, but that’s okay.” For the first time in a long time, Rick felt self-conscious about being around a woman—and it wasn’t just the chair.
Despite—or maybe because of—the ease he’d felt in her presence yesterday, today he felt more like a high school kid trying to make time with a cute girl and failing miserably. As he added creamer to a second cup of coffee, he reminded himself that she was his sister’s mother, then wished he hadn’t. A relationship with Lyn would be ten thousand kinds of complicated. He rolled across the kitchen floor, retrieved his plate, and set it in the sink as a lawnmower started up out back.
“That reminds me, the leaves out front are gone.”
Outside the kitchen window, his son walked past, pushing a mower. Before he could even process Jordan’s sudden appearance, Gretchen’s son, Walt, strode through the leaves to his cousin, the lawnmower stopped, and the two of them started yelling. Rick had hoped for more time alone with Lyn before he went to check on Maisey again. He yanked open the back door, shifted his chair, and descended the slight ramp to the back porch.
Lyn came up behind him and rested a hand on his shoulder, giving a little squeeze. “This whole family resemblance thing is getting downright creepy.”
Laughing, he said, “I know.” Jessie, Jordan, and Walt were all Kendalls through and through.
“Especially after meeting Gretchen. I expected her to look like you and your dad.”
“You want to know real irony?
“Hmmm.” Her fingers gently kneaded his shoulders while out in the yard, the fight continued.
“Jessie’s the first female Kendall in about four generations to have black hair and blue eyes.” The unflappable, always right and never wrong, Joe Kendall—the man with the plan had gotten screwed by his own genetics.
Lyn laughed softly. “I think that’s what my kids called gettin’ powned.”
“Speaking of which, I’m thinking I better break that up before one of ‘em throws down on the other.” He stuck two fingers in his mouth, and his shrill whistle cut the chilly morning like glass.
A tall young black man appeared near the fence with Etta on his hip and shouted a thank you.
“That’s Ty,” Lyn said from behind him.
Jordan and Walt scowled at Rick and Ty, then Jordan gave Walt a shove in the middle of his chest.
“Boys,” Lyn muttered as the two cousins approached them.
By the time Rick settled the argument of just who was going to do the lawn—Jordan had been sent over by the Sheriff while Walt had been sent over by Gretchen—Lyn was gone.
*****
Shortly before lunch the Sheriff’s suburban pulled up out front. Lyn ducked into the bedroom and gave Jessie a head’s up. While Lyn, Ty, and Rick had been cleaning, Jessie had apparently convinced Maisey to get her hair braided so it was out of her eyes. Despite her red eyes and nose, she now looked like someone cared enough about her to at least wash her face.
“Baby, you need to eat something so I can give you your medicine,” Lyn said. She helped Maisey off the bed while Jessie sat up on the other side and walked to the window. Lyn would have given anything to know what was going through her daughter’s head. “You okay?”
“I’m fine,” Jessie said softly.
“You can stay in here if you want,” she offered, though she knew Jessie wasn’t the type to hide from a problem—or a confrontation.
“I’ll be fine.” She spun around and followed Lyn from the room, but as Lyn led Maisey to the kitchen, Jessie headed out the front door.
She couldn’t follow; no way did she want Maisey to witness whatever was about to happen. Hopefully, Ty or Rick was nearby. Her gut in knots, Lyn sat at the kitchen table coaxing scrambled eggs into Maisey, until Rick rolled through the front door and straight for the kitchen, a huge grin on his face.
Lyn was too old and jaded to believe in love at first sight, but she’d had almost twenty-four hours with Rick. The grin and the sparkle in his eye coupled with the dimple in his chin did a number on her heart.
“Dad needs a bag of ice for his nose.”
“Oh, geeze.” She stood but Rick immediately waved her back into her seat.
“I got it.” He wheeled around her to the fridge.
“Frozen vegetables work well, too.” At his arched eyebrow, she added, “Three teenage boys?”
Nodding, he opened the far door and pulled out a bag of frozen peas.
“How bad was it?”
Rick snorted and said, “She just walked up to him and popped him in the nose.”
“Good,” was the best she could do with Maisey right there, but they nodded to one another. It had nothing to do with gloating—well, maybe a little—but mostly it was about Jessie putting Joe in his place. Unfortunately, she didn’t get a chance to speak to Jessie about it until after the sun set. For that matter, she didn’t get to speak with Joe, and warn him off yet again, just in case Jessie’s message wasn’t clear.
And to her disappointment, she didn’t get to speak with Rick, either, because the church ladies arrived and shooed him outside. At the sound of loud female voices, Lyn scooped Maisey up and made a dash for the front door. She shook her head at the sight that greeted her. Eight woman piled out of two Suburbans while Reverend Franks led their husbands to the side of the house, lost in talks of two-by-fours and measuring tapes and heaven knew what else.
“Lord, girl, what have you gotten yourself into now?” Maryetta asked as she climbed up the porch and leaned closer to Maisey. “And aren’t you the prettiest thing God ever made.”
Lyn pressed a kiss to the older woman’s cheek. “I’m sure you all had better things to do with your Saturday.”
“Huh!” She smirked, her face creasing into a sly smile. “When Jessie calls, honey, we all come running. And that young man out there—” she nodded her head to the driveway where Rick sat bundled in a down coat, laughing with a few of the men, “—he’s family. Her, too. Now get out of my way.”
If she was alone with her kids, they teased freely, but gently, about the Church Ladies, who were in church every Sunday wearing the most outrageous hats, and at your side with food and laughter and wisdom when you needed help. So they came, they saw, they brought good food and cleaned. They’d even found a Christmas tree and ornaments, and Maisey watched wide-eyed, thrilled when she got to help decorate.
The sun had decided to come out, and Ty and the reverend’s two sons washed windows while Jordan and Walt hung Christmas lights and the men spent the day working on Rick’s new wrap-around porch. Inside, Jessie somehow managed to avoid her, or Lyn would get close to Jessie only to have to go chase after Maisey and Etta, who ducked out as often as possible to watch the men work.
Every once in a while, she’d catch Jessie or Maisey watching her, but Lyn supposed Jessie wasn’t ready to talk, and when she was, she would. Maisey was another matter, but Lyn and Etta both stayed close. And every time she noticed a cloud in her new friend’s eyes, she’d hug her. That was Etta, sweet to the core and a hugger from the time she’d been old enough to wrap her arms around Lyn’s neck.
By the time everyone left and Lyn had somehow managed to get Etta and Maisey bathed and into bed, she was ready to collapse, but she figured as far as the house was concerned, Rick would have no trouble passing a home study now. Not with as much vinegar and Lysol and paper towels as they’d gone through. The rest was up to him.
She found Jessie on the front porch with her guitar, sitting next to Rick. “Everything okay?”
“You worry too much, Mom.”
Lyn gave her daughter’s ear a little tug and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “That’s my job. Now, where’s your brother?” She wanted to ask about Jordan and the Sheriff but didn’t.
“Around the side, sweeping up those nails so the girls don’t get into them.”
Lyn nodded and took a seat across from the two of them, a part of her wondering if she should leave them alone. They probably hadn’t had a chance to talk much.
Jessie strummed her guitar then stopped to tune it. “I met Gretchen.”
“And?”
“Stop teasing your mother,” Rick said.
She gave him a dirty look as she set the guitar aside and fished a photo from inside her jacket. She handed it to Lyn, picked up the guitar and played the opening notes to an old Patty Griffin song.
Lyn bit back her tears, glanced at Rick, who nodded, and then back at the photo. Two redheaded teenage girls stood in front of some bleachers, dressed in matching red shorts and black t-shirts, their hair in long pigtails they were way too old for. Both of them were a little sunburned, and grinning from ear to ear. The taller one was obviously Gretchen while the slender girl at her side could only be Jessie’s birthmother. “My God.”
“She said she’d dig up some more.” Rick maneuvered his chair so he could sit next to her.
They listened to Jessie sing and before she knew it, Lyn had her head on Rick’s shoulder, her eyes slowly driving closed. She didn’t care. She wasn’t moving until someone made her. And besides, it was just a shoulder. At least, that’s what she told herself.
It was Ty who woke her up, tickling her ear until she jabbed an elbow in his hip. “You two staying over?” She sat up, shaking off her sleepiness and gently grabbed his fingers.
“Naw, I’m not, but Jessie can.”
“I think I’m gonna go with Ty.”
“Etta’s out. I’ll bring her home in the morning before church.”
Once they were gone, Lyn followed Rick inside, locking the door behind her.
“You think she’ll be okay?”
“I suppose.” She followed him through the dining room to the kitchen and watched him flip the lock. “I think she just needs time to process it all. Jessie’s like that. What happened with Joe?”
“He…said he’d be gone a while and took off.” Rick glanced at the floor then back at her. “Jordan called and said some of his stuff was gone.”
“You think he’s okay?”
“He’s a grown man.”
“I meant Jordan.”
Rick chuckled and rolled closer, the tension between them suddenly thick. “He’ll be fine. Said he’d be over tomorrow and wanted to know if he could stay here. So … we talked.”
“I’m glad.” Her heart was hammering against her ribs as she jabbed a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m gonna get ready for bed.”
Before she could move, he’d grabbed her hand. “I don’t know how to thank you for today.”
Laughing, she knelt at his feet, her hand still in his. “It wasn’t me, honey. That was all Jessie.”
His eyebrows shot up, and Lyn bit her lip to stifle a giggle. “I tried to tell you, honey. Those church ladies love her.”
Grinning, Rick closed his eyes and slowly shook his head.
“I’m gonna go take a quick shower. I can’t sleep in all this grime.”
“I’ll make up the couch.”
Only when she exited the hall bath thirty minutes later, all the lights were out, and there wasn’t a blanket or pillow to be seen from where she stood just outside the bathroom door. Lyn stood still, listening for the sound of running water, in case Rick had decided to shower also.
“Lyn?”
She turned and followed the sound of his voice to his bedroom door, then stood there clutching her shampoo and body wash, her heart hammering against her ribs again.
A shirtless Rick sat propped up on the far side of the bed; the bedside lamp cast a warm glow around him. “This bed’s big enough for the both of us.”
It was, but she still didn’t move.
“And I know I shouldn’t, but I’d really liked to sleep with you.”
She shouldn’t. She really, really shouldn’t, but she did. Lyn set her stuff down just inside the door and crossed the sparsely furnished room to the bed.
As if he sensed her nervousness, Rick gently added, “I promise I’ll be a perfect gentleman.”
And he was…for the most part.
The End
And Merry Christmas from Texas, Y’all
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