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 Chapter One 
 
    Joy 
 
    “You have two weeks to pay the rent, or you’re out.” 
 
    I stare at my roommate unseeingly, my mind racing to process the most recent disaster in what has already been a terrible day. Desperation and anxiety swirl within me, but my gaze remains fixed on her, desperately seeking confirmation or some sign that I may have misheard.  
 
    She rolls her icy eyes at me when I don’t respond. “Look, you’re already a month behind. I can’t afford to just let you stay here for free. If you can’t pay your share of the rent, you’re going to have to move out.” 
 
    No, no, no. Not today. I can’t handle this today. I can feel tears begin to threaten as everything that has happened bears down on me like an oppressive weight. After waking up late and realizing my phone had died during the night because I hadn’t fully plugged in the charger, so my alarm didn’t go off, I had to skip my shower and morning coffee to rush to work. And I was still late. Turns out, it didn’t matter that I was late, because, as soon as I’d arrived, my boss informed me that I was being laid off from the daycare. I knew things were slow and enrollment was down, but I hadn’t realized they were that bad. As the most recent hire, I was the first to be let go.  
 
    I’d only worked there for a few weeks! I was drowning in student loan debt, and I hadn’t been able to make both my loan payment and pay rent. My landlord and roommate, Kim, assured me that she could give me some time to catch up, but it looks like she has changed her mind.  
 
    We’ve been roommates for a little over two years, sharing this rundown two-bedroom apartment in one of the worst neighborhoods in the city, but I wouldn’t consider us friends. Still, I never imagined she’d do something like this.  
 
    “Kim, I just got home, and I really need to get some rest,” I say carefully, eyes on my bedroom door as I start for it, hoping to put off this conversation until I can figure out what to do, but I don’t get far before she grabs my wrist, her eyes hardening when they meet mine.  
 
    “Joy, do you have the rent money or not?” she asks, tightening the grip she has on me.  
 
    I shake my head, trying to pull my wrist from her hold, but it’s too tight, and the venomous way she’s staring at me has me shrinking. I am not good at confrontations, and she knows this. This is why it’s been easy for her to push me into doing whatever she wants for the past two years that I’ve lived here. 
 
    “Kim, I-I just lost my job,” I whisper, a shudder breaking through when her face hardens further. “But I’ll get the money, I promise. I just need some time to find a new job. And I’ll still get my last paycheck from the daycare—”  
 
    She cuts me off with a scoff. “You didn’t make enough taking care of those snot-faucets to cover your share of the rent with a full paycheck, let alone whatever they owe you for the past few days.” Her eyes narrow on me thoughtfully. “Though, I can think of a way for you to earn your share and then some. Solve all our problems, actually.”   
 
    “What?” I ask, a chill running down my spine at the way she is looking at me.  
 
    Kim walks in a circle around me, nodding to herself. “Yes, I think it could work. You don’t look like much to me, but plenty of men love the wide-eyed innocent look. And with those big brown eyes, you’ve got the Bambi thing going for you.”  
 
    “W-what are you talking about?”  
 
    Kim flicks my braid with a finger as she moves around me. “It would be better if you were a blond, but I suppose there is nothing to be done about it.”  
 
    I pull my braid over my shoulder, clutching my dark brown locks protectively. I’ve always liked my hair color. I may not have the gorgeous blond hair and blue eyes that Kim does, but I like my hair. It’s the same color my mom’s was, and every time I look in the mirror, I’m reminded of her.  
 
    Kim continues without waiting for a response from me. “Alright. I’ll build your profile for you. Lord knows what you would put on there.” 
 
    “Profile? Kim, what are you talking about?”  
 
    “The service, silly,” she responds condescendingly. “I’m going to create you an escort profile. Surely, someone will hire you for a couple of nights. You’ll have to pay the commission, but even still, you should earn enough to cover what you owe me.”  
 
    Realization washes over me like a bucket of ice water. Kim works as an escort for an online service. Anyone would assume she is rich by looking at her. Nearly every night, she eats dinner at some of the nicest restaurants in the city, and most of her wardrobe is designer brands, gifts from some of her regular clients.  
 
    “Kim, I can’t do that. I’m a teacher, not an escort!” I cry. I don’t care how Kim makes her money, but I can’t do . . . that. While her clients officially hire her to accompany them to dinner or various events, I know that, unofficially, she provides them with, what she calls, “off book services.”  
 
    Waving her hand, Kim bats away my words like she would an annoying fly. “Of course, you can. You don’t really have a choice, do you? You no longer have a job. So, it’s this . . . or pack your bags.”  
 
    I swallow hard and watch as she walks over to the worn kitchen table and opens her laptop, typing quickly. “Ugh,” she groans after a minute. “Why don’t you have any good photos on social media? All of your pictures make you look like Mary Poppins.”  
 
    I shrink back when she lifts her eyes to me. “They’ll have to do for now. If no one answers your ad by morning, we’ll take some new ones. You can borrow a couple of the outfits I was planning to throw away.” 
 
    Before I can respond, Kim’s computer dings, and she looks away. “Huh. That was fast. Someone wants to hire you.”  
 
    If I weren’t so shocked, I’d be annoyed by her clear surprise that anyone would be interested in spending time with me, let alone paying for the privilege. I watch as Kim’s eyes suddenly go wide, and she gasps.  
 
    “Holy shit!” she cries.  
 
    “What? What is it?”  
 
    “Someone wants to pay you sixty thousand dollars to spend this weekend with them at their estate.”  
 
    “An entire weekend? I can’t do that!” I protest.  
 
    Kim looks at me, her gaze cold. “You are doing it. You need the money, and besides, I’ve already accepted their offer.” Her computer dings again. “And they just paid the deposit,” she adds.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” I cry. “Why did you take their money without asking me first!” 
 
    “No way. Do you know what a big deal this is? No one gets offers like this their first time out,” she says, a bitter edge to her voice. 
 
    “Give them back their money and cancel!” 
 
    “I can’t. It’s too late. I already transferred the money into my account. I’ll take out what you owe me for rent and a commission for helping you set up your profile, then I’ll give you the rest.” 
 
    I sigh heavily, though I really just want to cry. This day could not get any worse. “How much of it is left?” Really, I’m asking how much I’ll have to pay this mystery person back when I tell them myself they’ll have to find another girl. 
 
    “The deposit was for a third of the full amount. Minus what you owed me and the site’s commission, there’s about six—” 
 
    “Six grand!” I whisper, horrified. That means I need to somehow come up with four thousand dollars. Where am I going to get that kind of money? 
 
    “No, six hundred is what’s left.” Kim shrugs nonchalantly. “You’ll have enough to buy yourself some decent clothes for the weekend.”  
 
    Silence descends in the room, and not for the first time this evening, I question my sanity. Am I dreaming? This can’t really be happening. What did I do in a past life to deserve this?  
 
    And how in the world did Kim decide that I owed her almost twenty thousand dollars? That’s more than my rent for an entire year! I’m about to ask her just that when she speaks again. 
 
    “Look, Joy,” she starts, her voice much softer, “I know you don’t want to do this, but I really think it will be good for you. The money you owed me aside, think how fast you could pay off your student loans with this job. Do you really think you’re in any position to say no?” 
 
    “Why would someone pay sixty thousand dollars to spend a weekend with me?” I ask, almost to myself.  
 
    “I told you. You look like Bambi personified. You’re the poster girl for innocent virgin. Some guys are really into that, and it’s not easy to find.”  
 
    “Will I be expected to . . . you know?”  
 
    Kim laughs at me in the way people do when a child has said something silly. “Honey, the man isn’t paying sixty thousand dollars to spend a weekend with you playing Checkers. Of course, no one can force you to do anything beyond the terms of the service’s escort contract. It’s up to you how you want to play this, but I can almost guarantee that you’ll be in for a generous tip at the end of the weekend if you make yourself . . . accommodating.”   
 
    I hug my arms and shake my head. Call me outdated, but I am still a romantic. I’ve always pictured sharing my first time with a man I was actually in love with. Not once in all my daydreams did I imagine sharing that part of myself with a stranger. And for money! I can’t even begin to imagine it.  
 
    “I can’t do it,” I whisper, shaking my head, hating the idea the more I think about it.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice!” 
 
    My eyes well up with tears as my new reality takes root. After losing my job this afternoon, all I wanted was to curl up in bed with my favorite book and pretend this entire day had been nothing more than a bad dream.  
 
    Now I have to spend my evening preparing to spend the weekend in an unfamiliar house and possibly sleep with a stranger for money. I don’t even know his name, but a man willing to spend forty grand on a whim is surely not someone to be messed with.  
 
    “Hey,” Kim whispers, her voice soft as she winds an arm around my shoulders, “think of this as a once in a lifetime opportunity. Maybe the guy will like you and ask for your services again. Think of all the money you can milk out of him. You won’t need to work at any dirty little daycares anymore.” 
 
    “But I loved working at the daycare.” 
 
    “Fine,” she says, rolling her eyes. “With the money this guy is paying, you could start your own daycare, and I can finally move out of this stinky little apartment. Now let’s figure out what you can wear. I have several outfits I was going to toss out that I can sell to you instead.” 
 
    My head is numb as I let her drag me to her room where she starts to pull clothes from her closet. Some of the things she tosses on her bed still have tags on them.  
 
    “You should wear this when you go to meet him,” Kim says excitedly, lifting a small red dress that looks at least two sizes too small for me. 
 
    “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I ask, resigned to my fate.  
 
    Kim chuckles, running her eyes over my long skirt and sweater. “Please, your clothes are so boring. It’s one thing to look innocent, it’s another to look like somebody’s elderly grandmother. No one would want to fuck you looking like that.” 
 
    Right.  
 
    I sigh, combing my fingers into my hair as I watch my roommate dig through the clothes on the bed with excitement. This is one of the few times I have witnessed genuine happiness in her eyes, and the fact that she doesn’t seem one bit worried about what it’s costing me terrifies me.  
 
    I walk to the window and stare out. It’s snowing heavily tonight. I bet the park is packed with people skating on the ice and families holding their little ones as they whirl around in the cool wind. I want that too. I’d been looking forward to it all year, hoping I’d be able to spare enough money for new ice skates. I guess if this weekend is a success, I’ll be able to buy them easily. All I have to do is spend three days and two nights keeping a stranger happy, and on Christmas, no less.  
 
    “What if he doesn’t like what he sees and asks for a refund?” I ask, part of me hoping that’ll be the case. No man that contracts companionship, and at such an expense, would want someone that looks like me. I’m not ugly; I don’t think I am, anyway, but I am not Kim either. She is a willowy blond beauty with bright blue eyes that seem to attract every man’s attention when we go out. People tend to overlook the awkward, freckled brunette standing next to her. I don’t mind the attention, or lack thereof, but this could prove to be a problem when I meet this stranger.  
 
    “Maybe you should go—” I start. 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I would jump on the opportunity, and not just for the money.” A phone is thrust in my face, and I blink at the bright screen. It takes me a second to make sense of what I am staring at, and when I do, all the air gets sucked from my lungs. “I mean, who wouldn’t want to do a hottie like this!” 
 
    A hottie? 
 
    No, that is no way to describe the dark-haired Greek god seated behind a huge executive office table with his eyes fixed firmly on the computer in front of him. He seems so focused on what he’s doing and oblivious to the fact that someone is taking a photo of him. I grab the phone, running my eyes over every little detail I can discern about the man. Kim huffs at me, clearly annoyed, but goes back to sorting through the clothes on her bed. 
 
    Even more shocking than the scary perfection of the man is the reaction his mere picture has on me. My pulse thrums erratically as a warm heat settles in my stomach, and more than anything, I long for the man to look up, so I can see his eyes. I bet they are as intense as the rest of him.  
 
    “Are you sure—” 
 
    “He could be a catfish,” Kim says, snatching her phone away. “A man that hot doesn’t need to pay for sex. My guess is someone took a photo of him and is posing as this guy, but who cares? With the money we are getting when all this is over, what he looks like doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “B-but—” 
 
    “I can’t say the same thing for you,” she says, grabbing my chin and yanking my face up to meet her eyes. “We’ll need to hide those ugly freckles and make it so he doesn’t turn you away the moment he sees you.” 
 
    I swallow deeply and nod, hating myself a little for it, but what choice do I have? Our argument today has already taken everything out of me, and I just want this day to be over with. I’ll just do what I have to for the weekend, and when I come back, I will take my share of the money and move out of this apartment. Kim and I never have to see each other again.  
 
    “Fine, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Yes! I’ve always wanted to give you a makeover!” She jumps excitedly, oblivious to the toll this is taking on my psyche. “Once I am through with you, you are going to look just like me!” 
 
    That’s what I am afraid of.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
    Nick 
 
      
 
    It’s snowing heavily tonight.  
 
    Snowflakes fall relentlessly as I drive, mocking my indifference to the holiday season. The houses, adorned with lights, seem like a desperate attempt to brighten the one fucking season I cannot stand. What is so special about Christmas anyway? For as long as I can remember, the holiday never held any form of meaning for my family. My father, as did his father before him, spent every holiday at the office, building an empire, and I intend to do things the same way.  
 
    With only one difference.  
 
    I don’t have a wife and son waiting at home in a cold room, occasionally glancing at the clock and wondering if their husband and father will return to share Christmas dinner before finally giving up and going to bed.  
 
    I shake my head, as if to be rid of the memories that plague my thoughts every year during this cursed season. A mix of annoyance and impatience settles in as I navigate the wintry landscape, counting the minutes until I arrive at my office.  
 
    Half my mind is on the snowy road, and the rest is on the contracts I need to go over before signing them. I have a lot of work that needs to be done, and while most of it doesn’t have to be attended to until after New Year’s Day, I have every intention of getting it done before this year ends.  
 
    To further distract myself from the invasive thoughts of my past, I decide to call my secretary to have her get all the contracts ready and on my desk before I get there, but once the call connects, it’s not her voice on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Nick, buddy! Hey!” 
 
    I bite back an annoyed groan and glare at the road as I silently beg for patience when I hear my best friend and business partner’s voice. “Give Mary the phone. I don’t have time to engage you.” 
 
    “Cheery as always. You know there is a reason everyone calls you the Grump, right?” 
 
    I pinch the bridge between my eyes, my patience growing thinner by the second. Only Eric can get on my nerves this fast, and he does so banking on the fact that we’ve been friends all our lives. I’m well aware of my employees’ opinions of me and why they prefer my best friend.  
 
    “I don’t care what everyone else thinks of me as long as they do the work I pay them to do,” I snap. “Now give my secretary the phone.” 
 
    “Mary called in sick, so I had your calls forwarded to my office.”  
 
    I’m not surprised he would learn of Mary’s illness before me. Eric’s position as the managing director of my company and his jovial personality make it easier for the other employees to approach him, including, apparently, my personal secretary. 
 
    “I assume you are on your way to the office and about to ruin everyone’s Christmas Eve with endless amounts of work, right? I swear the Walsh Corporation is the only company not closed for the holidays. If it weren’t for the generous bonus, they would probably all quit.” 
 
    “I’m hanging up,” I say, done with this conversation.  
 
    “Wait, wait . . . Don’t hang up yet,” he calls out, his voice suddenly turning serious, which tells me that I need to listen to whatever he has to say. “Remember that property we saw off Blackrock Road? Well, I heard from a friend that the owner recently passed away and his son is selling the estate. I think we could really do something with the place.” 
 
    His words bring me pause. I have been thinking of investing in a large-scale renovation project, but there hasn’t been a place large enough in our city to accommodate my vision. Except this one, but the previous owner refused to sell. Excitement courses through me. Eric would never joke about something like this. Even he knows better than that.  
 
    “I’ll have to set aside time after New Year's to go look at it—” 
 
    “No!” he yells before letting out a strained chuckle, his voice a bit calmer when he speaks next. “I spoke to the owner’s son already. The property is still in probate and won’t be on the market for another few weeks, but it’s empty. I convinced him to let you stay there for the weekend to check out the property.” 
 
    “That’s short notice, Eric.” 
 
    “Yes, I know Mr. CEO would rather spend every breathing moment in his office, but it won’t hurt to be away for a weekend. C’mon, Nick, just go check this place out. You are going to want to buy it right away.” 
 
    My brows draw in confusion even as my curiosity piques. After working closely with Eric for so long, I trust him to know what attracts me when it comes to making investments, and I have had my eye on this property for a while.  
 
    “I’ll have to run home and pack a bag,” I say finally, pulling over to the side of the road to turn around. 
 
    “No need. I had my assistant drop off the weekend bag that you keep at the office along with some food since no one has been staying at the house for a while. The owner’s son said you can have the run of the property. He will have a representative there to meet you, but he gave me the code for the front door.” 
 
    I frown. Eric has already thought of everything. He must have been confident that I’d agree to his plan.  
 
    “If this is just a ploy to keep me away from the office, I will make everyone work from Christmas to New Year’s without a break, and they will have you to blame for it.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will, Scrooge,” he mocks. “But trust me, you’ll love the place. I sent the directions and the door code to your phone.” 
 
    He hangs up before I can deliver more threats. With a sigh, I follow the directions he sent, pulling off the main road onto a narrow, dirt drive. It’s long and winding; thick trees block the house from view.  
 
    Snow is falling hard as I drive deeper into the woods, wondering if it would be better to just turn this car around. The flakes falling are far too heavy for me to even consider driving in reverse down the narrow lane without risking bumping into a tree. I am beginning to question whether my best friend plotted for me to disappear into some forest when I finally see the house through the trees.  
 
    For a second, I think I’ve imagined it with the snow falling heavily and obscuring my view, but there it is.  
 
    A mansion emerges from the snowy haze as I keep driving, its grandeur drawing me in. It seems to grow in size the closer I get, the snowflakes dancing around me only adding to the enchantment.  
 
    I stop the car in front of the mansion before climbing out. It’s freezing cold, but I ignore the chill as I stare up at the massive building. It stands tall, with a magnificent view of this wintry landscape. The snow-covered exterior glistens against the fading sun, casting an ethereal glow, and I can’t help but imagine all the things I could do with a place like this.  
 
    I walk to the massive oak doors and type in the code that Eric sent before pushing them open and stepping into a foyer adorned with intricate chandeliers that cast a warm and inviting light. The marble floors gleam under my feet, and as I look around, I notice my overnight bag sitting just inside the front door. I pick it up, and I am just about to head for the staircase to see if the rest of the place matches up with the opulence and charm of what I have seen so far, when the front door slowly pushes open again.  
 
    I stop with one foot on the staircase and turn back to the door.  
 
    Did the owner’s son invite someone else to come check out the place? If that is the case, then I will be livid. I don’t like it when people play games with me, and the thought of someone competing for this place has my eyes narrowing on the door.  
 
    I step down from the staircase and start for the door, my mouth drawn in a firm line as I grab the handle and jerk it open to find myself staring at . . . an angel? 
 
    A scantily dressed one at that.  
 
    “Mr. Walsh?” the angel whispers, lifting deep brown eyes to mine. The single move sucks all my breath from my lungs. Her dazed eyes stare up at me, her dark hair, wet with snow, sticks to her face, and pouty lips part as she takes me in. I can’t move. I am frozen to the spot as I stare at this angel that either fell from the heavens or possibly lost her way in the forest.  
 
    Neither of the options seems plausible as we are surrounded by trees and the highway is miles away. Lifting my eyes, I notice the red glow of a car’s taillights heading back down the winding lane. Ah, that makes sense. Someone dropped her off, but why? Who is she, and why is she here? 
 
    “What did you just call me?” I ask. 
 
    “Mr. Walsh. Are you him?” she breathes, her teeth chattering as she runs shaky fingers over her bare shoulders in an attempt to warm them up. I realize with a start that she isn’t wearing a coat. I step aside quickly and gesture her in.  
 
    “How do you know my name?” I ask, eyes narrowed on the beauty. Even with the smudged lipstick and shaking like a leaf in the tiny dress that has to be squeezing the life out of her with how tight it is—she’s still the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.  
 
    “I...” She stumbles, and I step forward, wrapping my arms around her waist to stop her from toppling to the ground.  
 
    “Fucking hell!” I curse out at how cold her body feels. I lift her into my arms, a warm sensation spreading through me when she lays her head on my chest without protest.  
 
    I have a lot of questions, but getting my angel warm as fast as possible is my first priority. I take the stairs two at a time, kicking every door I come across until I find a bedroom. I pull the blankets back and lay her down.  
 
    Her dress is so tight, she’s only able to take shallow breaths, and I mull over undressing her before finally giving in. My movements are quick and efficient, unwilling to cross a line, and once she’s stripped, I draw the covers over her body.  
 
    I sit down beside her, brushing her hair from her face and questioning how the hell someone like her—angelic and perfect—could cross paths with me.  
 
    This must be the woman Eric said the estate owner’s son would send. But why would she be dressed so provocatively and without so much as a coat? I pat my pockets for my cell, groaning deeply when I discover there is no cell service. I toss the phone on the bedside table and hastily retrieve my overnight back, hoping to find something warm for her to borrow. As I open my bag at the foot of the bed, I see the note written in Eric’s handwriting. I grab it, gritting my teeth as I read, and slowly, everything clicks into place.  
 
    I hope you like your Christmas present. I thought of getting you a feisty little thing to keep you on your toes, but then I saw her and knew she’d be perfect. I think you will appreciate the effort I put into selecting her for you. Even a grump like you wouldn’t dare discard such a precious gift. Hopefully, she’ll help you discover the Joy of the season.  
 
    -Eric 
 
    Goddammit!  
 
    My eyes cross to the angel sleeping deeply beneath the blankets, and I can’t help but be drawn to her beauty. The thought of my best friend paying for her services should disgust me and turn me off, but . . . I can’t look away.  
 
    I want her! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
    Joy 
 
      
 
    I dream of him.  
 
    The suited man with jet black hair, short beard, and piercing blue eyes. Almost as cold as the chill spreading through my bones.  
 
    I dream of her too. Kim’s eyes are also blue, but hers are cutting as she forces me out of her car and into the freezing cold. She didn’t even give me an opportunity to grab my overnight bag or my coat before she drove away.  
 
    Unlike Kim, the suit’s eyes don’t scare me. His blues aren’t as angry, in fact, there are no discernable emotions in them, but I don’t mind as long as they keep watching me the way they do.  
 
    As long as he keeps touching me the way he is. As long as those strong arms hold me close to his chest as he carries me in from the cold.  
 
    “Are you awake?” a deep voice asks, breaking through my muddled brain. I try to push the fog away and open my eyes, but they’re too heavy. Sleep keeps dragging me back, but the need to see those eyes again has me fighting to open them. “Do you need any more blankets?” 
 
    There is shuffling before something heavy falls over my body. I moan as I try to open my eyes again, squinting against the bright light and trying to make sense of where I am. My eyes close on the massive man standing beside the bed in a two-piece suit that fits him like a glove. He doesn’t say a word as I run my eyes over his form-fitting pants and up to his broad shoulders, then to a face that editors would kill to feature on magazine covers. He has perfectly styled dark hair, not a strand out of place, and a chiseled jaw that could cut through glass covered in a short dark beard. But it’s those eyes . . . those cold, blank eyes that send my heart jackhammering in my chest.  
 
    Oh, he is no catfish, and I have no idea what to make of that.  
 
    Should I feign amnesia? 
 
    It’s tempting to pretend I don’t remember anything that’s happened or what I’m here for. I may have fainted because I’d been terrified and cold and wearing a dress that I couldn’t breathe in, but he doesn’t know that. For all he knows, it was the cold that did me in. Amnesia can happen when people are exposed to the cold for a long time, right? I read it on a post once. Maybe if . . . 
 
    Suddenly, I realize I can breathe easily. I move my hands under the blanket and touch my body, feeling bare skin. A gasp escapes as I realize that I’m naked beneath the covers. This stranger undressed me! Before I can utter a word of protest, he speaks, and his words distract me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” the stranger growls at me, and for a second, I think he can read my mind, which would be mortifying considering the fact that I was checking him out only a few seconds ago.  
 
    “I–I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Are you so desperate for money that you would go out in the freezing cold without so much as a coat and risk your health?”  
 
    His rough voice sends a shiver down my spine, and his words . . . Well, they sting. I have no right to be hurt considering I did, in fact, risk my safety by coming up here, but it’s not like I had a choice. He, on the other hand, asked for me. What business does he have yelling at me?  
 
    I want to tell him this. Rage a little at the fact that this is partly his fault, but I can’t do it. My throat is dry, and the thought of confronting this man terrifies me. Kim warned me not to make him angry. 
 
    “Go inside, play innocent, and let him do whatever it is he wants, if you want to get paid,” were my roommate's parting words.  
 
    Taking Kim’s words to heart, I avert my gaze and don’t respond to his question. Even with my eyes cast down, I can still feel his intense stare on me, irritation coming off him in waves. 
 
    We stay locked in an awkward silence, with only the sound of the blowing wind against the windows filling the room, before the man breaths out a sigh. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Joy,” I whisper, choosing to focus on the bedside table. “Joy Brookes.” 
 
    “Great. Okay, Joy, get up. We are leaving. I will give you a ride home.” 
 
    His words startle me, and I sit up in alarm. I stare up at him in shock, eyes wide in horror at the thought of leaving so soon and without having had sex once. After all, that’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Kim made that very clear on the way over. 
 
    “Do you not want me?” I whisper, my heart hammering in my chest as I stare at the stranger, but he stays silent. His eyes darken, and I notice his Adam’s apple bob as his eyes drop to my chest. I follow his gaze to my pert nipples, crying out and scrambling for the sheets when I realize I’d lost my grip on the covers when I sat up. 
 
    “Your clothes were wet with snow and . . . tight,” he says, correctly interpreting my mortification. 
 
    “Oh, God!” I whimper, swallowing my embarrassment. The thought of this man undressing me sends my cheeks flushing with heat.  
 
    His eyes narrow on mine. “Why would that embarrass you? You are here to have sex with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Right,” I whisper, clutching onto the sheets tightly. I mean he is right, but still . . . 
 
    The man grabs the sheets and tugs lightly, but I don’t let go. I know I should and let him do whatever it is he wants with me, but . . . he’s barely said a word. Can he at least tell me his favorite color before I let him see my naked body? What kind of music he listens to? 
 
    I never imagined giving my virginity to a complete stranger. Knowing something, anything, about this man would make me feel better in this moment. 
 
    His eyes darken as he tugs at the sheets again, but I have a death grip on the covers. I really should listen to all the advice Kim gave me, but the thought of exposing myself to a man whose first name I don’t even know doesn’t sit right with me.  
 
    “Well, let me see you,” he says thickly, the deep baritone of his voice sending a rush of heat to my stomach. My sex throbs, and my swollen nipples feel achy against the soft material of the sheets, which only has me flushing deeper. I can’t make sense of my body’s reaction to his words.  
 
    “I . . . I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “Do you need to know your clients’ names to sleep with them?” 
 
    Clients? Right, he thinks I am an escort, which is fair, considering he hired me, but . . .  
 
    “I don’t have clients,” I blurt out.  
 
    “Oh, really?” he scoffs, leaning down until his face is mere inches away from touching mine. My head swims from his expensive cologne, and I resist the urge to lean in and press my nose to his neck. Christ, he smells so good. “Pretty hard to believe that, considering why you’re here,” he whispers, his eyes darkening as he trails them over my covered body a second before he pulls back from me.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “We are not doing this. Get dressed,” he says walking to the door. “There are some clothes for you on the dresser. I’ll wait for you downstairs and give you a ride home.” 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath at his words, fear rocking my body at the thought of things ending this way. I can’t have him cancel and then demand I refund his money. I don’t have twenty grand, and Kim sure as hell won’t give me back what she’s already taken.  
 
    Oh, God! What have I gotten myself into? 
 
    “W-wait!” I call out before he can leave. “Please don’t go yet!” 
 
    The man turns around, his dark eyes on me threaten to send my heart pumping its way out my chest. I bite my lips as I fight to maintain eye contact with this stoic man. He doesn’t say a word or make a move toward me when my shaky fingers finally let go of the covers, letting them pool in my lap, exposing my breasts to his dark eyes.  
 
    Swallowing deeply, I push the covers all the way off and climb out of the bed. His passive stance remains as I take a step toward him, and my forced bravado wavers a little. Maybe he doesn’t want me. Maybe I am not his type after all, and . . . 
 
    “Turn around,” he demands, his voice rough.  
 
    A tremble wracks my body as I do as he instructs, nervous at exposing myself this way, but the man did undress me. Unless he did so with his eyes closed, he has to have seen everything already. That mortifying thought does nothing to kill my body’s intense reaction to his voice, his presence.  
 
    My nipples perk up even as my sex floods with heat unlike anything I have felt in my life before. I flush deeper with mortification when I realize what is happening. Maybe he’ll assume my reaction is from the cold, but the room is warm. I close my eyes as he approaches, unable to hold his stare.  
 
    “How many?” 
 
    I cry out in surprise when his deep voice whispers in my ear, his warm breath causing goosebumps to rise along my neck and shoulders.  
 
    “Tell me, Joy,” he commands, his body dangerously close, but he is not touching me. “How many men have seen you this way?” 
 
    I flush at his question, unsure of how to answer him. Kim did tell me that men like innocent girls with experience, whatever that means. She didn’t tell me how to answer this question. Do I claim experience when I have none? 
 
    Should he even be asking these questions? 
 
    When I thought that I wanted to get to know him a little, I meant his favorite restaurants or the name of his first pet, but this . . . 
 
    “You’ve lost count, huh?” There is an edge to his voice that sends a shiver down my spine. Is that jealousy I hear in his tone? I can’t be sure.  
 
    I bite my lip, contemplating whether or not to reveal the fact that I am a virgin, but I’m not so sure he’ll like that. I am supposed to look innocent but be experienced. Hell, I got a crash course from my roommate on how to act, but if I lie . . . something tells me he’ll know.  
 
    “One,” I whisper breathily. “Just you.” 
 
    A heavy silence descends in the room, and if it wasn’t for the overbearing presence behind me, I would think I was alone.  
 
    “Is this a joke to you? Are you trying to say you’re a virgin?” he asks, his voice dangerously low.  
 
    “I’m not lying,” I argue, stomping hard on the floor. I don’t know why it matters that he believes me, but for some reason, it does.  
 
    He grabs my shoulders and spins me around, so I am facing him. His eyes are dark as they stare down at me, but I can barely pay attention, my mind still reeling over the fact that he touched me. That he still is.  
 
    “Look at me,” he says roughly, grabbing my chin and forcing my gaze up to his, and just like that, I forget that this is a man who has paid for my company, because something about the look in his eyes and the way his touch is firm, yet gentle . . . I realize with a start that I want him.  
 
    I can’t fall for this man. I can give him my body, but not my heart. He is only paying for one of them. This is definitely not a package deal, and he has no right to claim both.  
 
    “I’m not lying,” I whisper, eyes dazed as I stare up at him. “You are the only man that has seen me naked. Even my doctor is a woman.” 
 
    He doesn’t say a word, and his face stays cold, scrutinizing. The thought that he might not want me filters back in, and I flush, dropping my gaze, and that’s when I spy the bulge in his pants. The erection pushing against his fly is as clear as day, stretching the fabric to its limits. My surprised gaze shoots to his stoic face, then back to his crotch, which tells of a different tale. 
 
    He wants me! 
 
    “We’ll see if you are telling the truth,” he grinds out, his thick baritone sending a pulsing heat to my core, turning me slick and needy. He grabs his tie with one hand and unknots it. “This is your last chance to leave, Joy.” 
 
    I swallow deeply, my eyes on the tie he has fisted in his hands before shooting my gaze back to his. I have no idea what it is he is planning to do, but . . . I don’t want to leave.  
 
    All my self-preservation has gone out the window, and I nod at the stranger. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    The man starts for me, but I lift my hand, pressing against his chest before he can move any further. His eyes narrow on mine at the move. “This is the only time I am letting you stop me from touching you.” 
 
    Oh.  
 
    I shouldn’t like that, shouldn’t like the dominance in his words . . . but I do.  
 
    “I won’t stop you, but . . . I don’t know what to call you. Mr. Walsh? Sir? I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “My name is Nick,” he whispers roughly, cupping my nape and combing his fingers into my hair before fisting the dark strands in his hand and pulling, so I’m forced to meet his gaze. “But tonight, you’ll call me Daddy.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Joy 
 
      
 
    You’ll call me Daddy.  
 
    On the drive here, fighting to distract myself from my nerves, I ran through all the possible outcomes of tonight. I pictured an old, gross guy slobbering all over me, eager for the touch of a much younger woman.  
 
    I even considered the possibility that he might ask me to call him Daddy to live out some sick fantasy in his head, but . . .  
 
    Not once did I consider that I might actually want to. That I would look at the man who’d paid to spend the weekend with me and want to give in to his every demand. Let him have me, everything from my body to my heart. I don’t even know his character. He could be a horrible person, but I can’t focus on that.  
 
    Christ, I should probably have a bit of self-preservation, but looking into those blue eyes, all my brain cells are fried, and I can’t think past his touch or his intoxicating scent. He smells so sharply of wood and cedar that I want to bury my nose in his collar and drown in his masculine scent.  
 
    “I’ll stay, Daddy,” I breathe, staring dazedly at him. “I’ll be a good girl and do anything you want.” 
 
    His eyes flash with heat, and his nostrils flare at my words. I watch with satisfaction as his cold exterior breaks a little, exposing the desire underneath.  
 
    “Lay down on the bed and close your eyes,” he instructs, letting go of my hair and stepping back. My brows draw in confusion, but I don’t protest, doing as he asks. My body is trembling as I lie down on the bed and close my eyes, anticipating his next move.  
 
    A shudder courses through me when I feel his fingers caress my face, then move down my body. 
 
    With my eyes closed, I am in tune with every sound he makes and every brush of his fingers against my skin.  
 
    “I have all night to play with you,” he says roughly. “Keep your eyes closed, or I will have to punish you.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” I say, my voice barely a whisper.  
 
    With only my eyes closed, the rest of me is exposed, and I can’t help but feel vulnerable, anticipating his next move. The thought of him touching me and finding out just how wet I am is mortifying. Am I even supposed to be this wet? My sex is practically pulsing with heat, and he hasn’t even touched me.  
 
    “Fuck, you are so goddamned sexy,” he curses, sliding the back of his hand over the slope of my breast to my stomach. “How is it no one has touched you before now?” 
 
    “I . . .”  
 
    Whatever it is I was going to say fades away when he slides his fingers between my thighs and dips the middle one into my sex. “You are practically dripping over my fingers, angel,” he says hoarsely, dragging his finger over the valley of my sex before drawing it back. “Hmm, you taste so fucking delicious too. It’s so tempting to forget everything and bury myself between your drenched folds.” 
 
    “Please,” I whimper, unsure what it is I am asking for, but trusting that he knows what to do.  
 
    A tremble wracks my body, and my nipples harden into tight peaks when his lips brush against my neck. I tilt my head to allow him more access, whimpering when his scruffy beard brushes my sensitive skin. He slides his large hands to my breast, pinching my nipples between his fingers and tugging gently as he kisses a path up my chin.  
 
    “I’ve thought of kissing this mouth from the second I saw you,” he rasps, grabbing my chin and brushing his lips softly against mine, pulling back when I lean in to deepen the kiss. I moan in protest when Nick moves away, robbing me of the pleasure of my first kiss as he moves to my neck where he rakes his teeth over my sensitive skin.  
 
    Is it strange that I can feel his gaze scour my body, each caress leaving a burning sensation behind? Each second he drags this out without touching me makes my sex pulse with so much need, I want to cry, rage . . . beg for more.  
 
    I’ve seen it in movies. Seen the way couples jump each other with such undiluted hunger, the man making love to the woman before they are even completely in the house, and yet . . .  all Nick does is toy with me.  
 
    One touch here, another there, as though savoring me, and it’s driving me to madness.  
 
    I need more! 
 
    My back arches when he kisses between my breasts, my sensitive nipples aching with the need to feel his touch.  
 
    “Patience, angel,” he whispers against my skin, his hot breath fanning my nipples as he kisses around them before finally taking an aching bud into his mouth with wet suction. I cry out, digging my fingers into the sheets and arching into his touch as pressure builds in my core. “You like that, don’t you, angel? Having Daddy lick your rosy buds.” 
 
    “Oh, God!” I whimper when he drags his tongue over my sensitive nipple before moving to the other and driving me to madness with his sinful mouth.  
 
    “My cock is so hard, it’s close to busting. Can you feel it, angel?” he grits out against my skin, grinding his erection into my thigh even as he sucks my bud back into his mouth. “I could come just from playing with your tits, little girl.” 
 
    Christ, why do I like that so much? 
 
    “Oh, Daddy.” I groan at the soft suction that’s driving me crazy. It’s too much, and yet, not enough. I bring my hands to his waist and dig my nails into his sides, trying to keep him close. 
 
    My body is trembling when Nick starts to kiss a path down my stomach, placing soft kisses over my sensitive skin. Liquid heat pools between my legs when he bends my knees and shoves them apart, leaving me more exposed and vulnerable than I thought possible.  
 
    “Fucking hell, angel, your folds are practically glued together,” he growls, rubbing his thumb over my sex. My breathing turns shallow as he parts the folds, and not for the first time, I wish I could look at his face as he watches me. It’s tempting to open my eyes, but I want to be good for him, for Daddy. 
 
    My lips part on a moan when his palm cups my breast, rubbing the nipple with his thumb as he brushes his lips between my thighs in unhurried kisses. “Your pussy smells like the sweetest honey,” he rasps deeply, running his nose over my folds. “I could spend the rest of the night—hell, the rest of the year, or what’s left of it anyway, buried between your legs and soaking in your scent. You want that too, baby, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I manage weakly. 
 
    His free hand grips my thigh tightly. “Yes, what?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy, please!” 
 
    “Tell me what you want, angel.” 
 
    “More, Daddy, please!” I cry out, desperate for his touch. He’s teased me enough. I’ve felt his lips everywhere but where I actually want them. I’m not completely naïve. I’ve read books where the guy kisses the girl down there, not sure how pleasurable it is for them, but they always seem to like it, so I figure it must be okay . . . 
 
    A scream tears from my lips when he buries his face in my sex, surprising even me. My back arches when he drags his tongue over my valley, and no, it’s nothing like I imagined it would feel. None of the erotic books I have read or movies I have watched could have prepared me for Nick’s tongue.  
 
    “Let Daddy take care of you,” he growls between licks, his fingers tightening around my thighs to anchor me to the bed when I raise my hips to meet him, but how can I stay still? I’ve never felt anything like this, never imagined that I ever would. Now I have this perfect man pleasuring me like I am paying him to, when . . .  
 
    Oh, God! 
 
    My thoughts scatter as his touch burns through my brain cells.  
 
    My body trembles as he laps at my arousal, rubbing his tongue hungrily at my clit like it’s the one thing keeping him alive, but it feels the opposite. It feels like I will die if he stops even for a second.  
 
    “Daddy, faster,” I beg when I feel myself drawing close to the edge. I have no idea how far the drop is, but I trust him. A finger joins his tongue, and I moan when he presses it against my entrance, pushing it gently into my sex and stopping at the knuckle. He repeats this as his tongue laps at my arousal. My thighs begin to shake, and my vision wavers as I draw closer to my climax, and when his lips close over that sensitive bundle of nerves, I lose it.  
 
    My lips part in a scream, fingers digging into the sheets as a delicious sensation spreads to the tips of my toes. My back arches off the bed as pressure unlike anything I could have anticipated shoots up my body, and a warm heat releases onto his hungry tongue. My sex clenches tightly around his digit, but he doesn’t stop lapping at my sex until I am practically shaking, a whimpering mess on the bed.  
 
    I don’t get a chance to recover from the earth-shattering orgasm before he demands that I open my eyes. I blink against the light as I try to focus on the naked giant looming over me. I have no idea when Nick got undressed, but I don’t get to question it before his lips crash with mine.  
 
    My eyes flutter back to a close when his lips capture mine in a wet, passionate kiss, licking into my mouth with a hunger unlike anything I would have expected. It’s not sweet or hesitant like I always pictured kisses would be, but instead, it’s feral. The fact that I can taste myself on his lips makes it even more . . . wicked.  
 
    “I’m going to fuck you now, angel,” Nick rasps, sounding every bit as out of breath as I am. “I’m so hard I could blow right now, but I’m only coming inside of you.” 
 
    I read the question in his eyes, and in an attempt to assure him, I lift my shaky fingers to his face. “I haven’t been with anyone before,” I whisper, shocked by the level of casualness on my part. We are both strangers about to have unprotected sex, and all we have is each other’s words. 
 
    “Are you on birth control?” Nick asks, his eyes darkening when I shake my head. “Fuck, I could get you pregnant.” 
 
    “I read somewhere that if you pull out—” 
 
    “I am not pulling out of anything, angel,” he growls, hooking his forearm beneath my hips and lifting them to his. His dark, intense eyes watch me as he takes hold of his heavy shaft with his other hand and guides it to my needy opening. My sex pulses with desire when he drags the head of his thick erection over my sex.  
 
    “Daddy,” I whimper with desperation, ignoring the little voice at the back of my head reminding me this is a paid date. After this, Nick and I may never see each other again. Instead of convincing me to pull away, all it does is make me want more. Whatever I can get from this man before all of this is over, I will take it. “Please, Daddy, take me!” 
 
    “Fuck!” he says raggedly, rubbing his cock against my sex and gathering the moisture at my entrance before thrusting in with a strangled roar. I get little warning before his massive cock is tearing through my virgin barrier and into me. It doesn’t immediately register what just happened until the pain filters in. It hurts, but it does nothing to take away the pulsing heat. More than that, it leaves me feeling small and vulnerable. But with Nick’s body surrounding mine, I feel . . . safe.  
 
    I just gave my virginity to Nick.  
 
    I wrap my arms around his shoulders and bury my face in his neck, letting his strong masculine scent curb the panic and ground me.  
 
    “Fuck me, angel, you are so wet and tight. Are you okay, baby?” Nick asks through gritted teeth, his tone growing softer when I don’t immediately respond. “Did I hurt you? Do you need me to stop?” 
 
    Stop? No! 
 
    My arms close tightly around him as I sniff back tears. “Y-you said there was no stopping.” 
 
    “Fuck, angel. If you need me to stop, that’s what I’ll do. I won’t hurt you,” he grinds out, his words pushing me even closer to the edge of falling hopelessly in love.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” I whimper, wrapping my leg tightly around his hip and sinking my nails deeper into his skin. “Please, Daddy. Make me yours!” 
 
    “Goddamnit!” He brushes his lips against my neck as he rolls his hips slowly. I gasp at the move, my body trying to adjust to his wide girth, and I can tell it’s going to take a while. “Let me know if you need me to stop—” 
 
    “No!” I cry out. “Don’t stop. Please, Daddy.” More than anything, I need the intimacy between us. I need these memories to cling to, and . . . “Oh! Oh, God!” 
 
    Nick starts fucking me in earnest. He drops all reservations as he takes charge once again. Something changes in him as he starts fucking into me faster and deeper. My back arches in both pain and pleasure, and I lift my hips to meet his.  
 
    “Mine!” he growls into my ear as his heavy erection thrusts into me. “This body, this pussy . . . You’re mine!” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy!” I cry out, bucking in his arms when he drops his hand between us and strums my clit with his thumb. Suddenly, nothing else matters but this man. I lose myself in his touch, holding on tightly for the ride.  
 
    I lose sense of time as Nick takes me in such a feral way, the bed threatens to give under us. It could be mere seconds or long minutes. I have no clue how long it takes before I find myself back at the edge of the cliff.  
 
    “I’m so close to blowing, angel!” Nick growls, burying his fingers into my thigh as he pounds into me with wild thrusts. “Daddy is going to cream this little pussy and fill you up with my hot cum!”  
 
    Good Lord, his words . . . 
 
    The scream that tears from my lips is louder than the last as Nick sends me not just falling, but flying over the cliff. My walls clamp tight around him, pulsing hard and triggering his own orgasm. He comes with a roar, pounding his thick flesh into me even as he spills endless ropes of warm seed into my womb. His hips slap into mine as he fucks us through our orgasms until I have milked him of every drop before collapsing on top of me.  
 
    I don’t dare open my eyes, half afraid to face the truth.  
 
    I am no longer a virgin, but I am in love.  
 
    I can’t tell if I feel this way because he is my first, or if it’s just him. I’ve heard that happens with some people, so it would make sense that I would harbor such deep feelings for him so quickly.  
 
    We lay in silence, and when I open my eyes, it’s to find us enshrouded in darkness.  
 
    “The lights went out,” Nick says clearly sensing my confusion. He eases off me a little and reaches blindly around for something. “They’ve been out for a while; I am surprised you didn’t notice.” 
 
    Well, if I didn’t notice, it’s because my brain was fried and I could hardly focus on anything but him, but I don’t tell him that. Instead, I grab onto his arm and cling tightly to it.  
 
    Perhaps if Nick and I had gotten the chance to learn a little bit about each other before I gave him my virginity, he might have already known that I’m deathly afraid of the dark.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Five  
 
    Nick 
 
      
 
    I have lost my mind! 
 
    I am a man known for his self-control. This is something that has been tested over the years, and not once have I slipped. Joy is not the first woman who’s been sent my way by business associates or others trying to gain favor with me or put me at a disadvantage, so they can blackmail me later. It’s a test that has clearly failed over and over as I always had my wits about me and sent the women back without so much as touching them. It’s no fault of theirs, I am just a man married to his work, and I won’t be taken advantage of.  
 
    But I stand no chance against Joy.  
 
    There is no doubt in my mind that I was a goner from the moment her eyes locked with mine. And no matter how hard I try to tell myself that I have control over this situation, it’s clear that I do not.  
 
    Take me! 
 
    The moment she spoke those words, offering herself so openly and vulnerably to me, I was done for.  
 
    I run my eyes over her body as she pulls on my shirt, using my phone’s flashlight to see. My cock pulses painfully at the sight of her beautiful body, and I’m tempted to grab her and throw her back onto the bed. I want to ravage her body all over again, hear my name on those sultry lips of hers, swallow her whimpers, and feel her muscles clench around me as she begs me to move faster and fuck her harder.  
 
    One would think that some post-nut clarity would be setting in now that the sex is over, but I want her. I need her! My cock is throbbing with the need to be back inside of her, her face buried in the mattress this time as I take her from behind.  
 
    Christ, this girl is my kryptonite.  
 
    “Please don’t leave me alone,” Joy whispers, drawing me out of my thoughts, and I watch her fingers fly in the dim light as she quickly buttons the shirt I lent her. “I hate the dark.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” I offer, surprising even myself.  
 
    This softness is so unlike me.  
 
    I don’t remember a time when I actually gave a shit about someone else’s feelings, and while that makes me sound like the biggest asshole, I don’t quite remember a time anyone actually cared about mine either. 
 
    My eyes roam her body, drinking up her pert nipples and moving to her neatly shaved pussy. Although covered now by my shirt, I still remember the sweet and tangy taste in my mouth. So deliciously addictive, it has my mouth watering for another taste.  
 
    Mine! 
 
    “I’m done,” she whispers, lifting her chocolate brown eyes to meet mine, and I am sucked into their depths. We stand in silence for a long tense moment before she breaks it. “What do you think happened to the power?” 
 
    “It’s probably a power outage or the fuse box blew. Stay here while I go check—” 
 
    “What? No!” she yells, grabbing onto my arm, her nails digging into me and no doubt breaking skin. “You can’t leave me alone. You promised you wouldn’t leave me alone!” 
 
    “And I won’t. At least not for more than a few minutes,” I whisper, my voice much softer than I’ve ever heard it. “I’ll light candles for you then—” 
 
    “No!” she shakes her head, hair flying everywhere, even hitting my mouth. “If you are going out, then I will go with you. I don’t care if this is your house, I am not staying in here in the dark, alone.” 
 
    It’s not my house. Not yet at least.  
 
    Joy and I just shared our first moments in this mansion. I don’t need to see any more of it to know that I’ll do whatever it takes to make it mine. Once I buy it, I’m turning it into a private residence and gifting it to her. This will be our place, but I don’t tell her that yet. The last thing I want is to scare her away.  
 
    “Sweetheart, it’s cold. That shirt will not keep you warm outside, but—” 
 
    “Then I will grab a towel or blanket and use it to cover myself, but I am not staying alone.” 
 
    I smile fondly at her. “You have the answers to everything, huh?” 
 
    “I would rather get frostbite than stay in the dark alone. I’m going with you.” 
 
    I breathe out a sigh, figuring there is no way around this. I can’t go out with Joy half-dressed. Hell, I don’t have any idea where the fuse box is even located, and I am not risking her health while I look around. With how heavily it’s snowing, I doubt we’ll even be able to make it out of this place before morning.  
 
    I breathe out a sigh, turning to the girl whose head barely reaches my shoulder and question what the hell Eric got me into. He must’ve intended for me to get away from the office and have a Christmas fling, but there is no way he anticipated Joy becoming more than that. Or perhaps that’s why he chose her for me.  
 
    My perfect Christmas gift.  
 
    “Fine, we’ll search for candles together instead.” 
 
    “Can we start a fire too?” she says excitedly, her bright eyes watching me hopefully. “I’ve never been to a house with a fireplace before.” 
 
    “Sure, it’s going to get cold in here soon with the heat out. Let’s go see if there is firewood in the hearth downstairs and find some food. You must be famished.” 
 
    “God, yes. I haven’t had anything since breakfast. Kim said I couldn’t eat anything, so that my dress would fit. I guess she was right after all. The dress probably would have split if I’d grabbed even a cookie,” she says wistfully.  
 
    Anger and jealousy unlike anything I have ever felt in my life consume me, rocking me to the core. “Who is Kim?” And why the fuck do they have a say in what you do? 
 
    “My roommate,” my little angel says cheerfully, oblivious to the dark clouds gathering in my mind. “She is actually the one who sign—” 
 
    “What?” I ask when she suddenly stops. Her eyes turn slightly panicked when they lock on mine. “What did she do, angel?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she hurries to say. “I’m starved. Let’s go find something to eat and start that fire you promised me.”  
 
    I don’t get a chance to question her further as she grabs my hand and leads us out of the room. It’s clear she has no clue where we are going, and the darkness certainly doesn’t help.  
 
    I use my phone’s flashlight to get us downstairs and to the kitchen where I rummage around for candles, the job made harder by the woman glued to my side, clinging to my arm. I don’t dare ask her to let go; her touch has warmth swirling low in my stomach.  
 
    I could get used to this. Having someone depend on me, someone need me in ways that go beyond monetary gain.  
 
    I had no fucking idea just how much I wanted or needed something like this until now, and the thought of going back to my cold penthouse leaves a sour taste in my mouth. Now that I know what it’s like to have her, I don’t want it to end.  
 
    “Did you find them?” she whispers from beside me, her lips parting in a yawn.  
 
    “Not yet.” But I did find food. For all his faults, I am glad Eric thought ahead and had his assistant stock the house. It occurs to me that he must have been planning this for a while.  
 
    “Usually, people know where they keep their candles in the house in case of a blackout,” she says with another yawn. “You probably have staff that takes care of that sort of thing for you, though.” 
 
    Her words don’t carry the scorn most people have when they speak of my wealth, but she is not wrong in her conclusion. I do have staff that take care of my home, and I probably wouldn’t know where to find them if we were at my place either. It’s not like I’m the type to keep candles around.  
 
    Suddenly, her words register. I realize again that Joy thinks this place is mine. Obviously, she isn’t the owner’s son’s representative that Eric promised would meet me here. He and I will be having words about that mistruth later, but for now, I feel compelled to set the record straight.  
 
    “This isn’t my house,” I tell her bluntly.  
 
    “What? What do you mean?” Joy looks around quickly, as if afraid the real homeowner will jump out at any second.  
 
    I rush to reassure her. “It’s okay. I am thinking of buying this place, and my associate made arrangements for me to stay here for the weekend to get a feel for the property.” For now, I don’t tell her that he is the one who hired her. I’m not sure I’m ready for that conversation.  
 
    Joy seems to consider my words for a moment before nodding her head, then letting out another yawn. I figure I might as well wait for her to go to bed before I try to do anything about the power issues.  
 
    “You look sleepy,” I say, illuminating her droopy eyes with my flashlight. “How about this. I’ll make us a cold sandwich, and you can get some rest. We can look for the candles tomorrow, and I’ll start that fire for you then, okay? We should be warm enough in the bedroom with extra blankets.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “Here, hold this,” I say, handing her the phone, so she lights the kitchen while I make us a snack. As much as I would love to grill her a steak or make her something a bit more fitting of our first meal together, our circumstances don’t exactly allow for that.  
 
    I grab what I can from the refrigerator and make us ham sandwiches, serving them with milk. It’s not much, and I don’t expect her to like it, but her face takes on a look of pure bliss when she bites into the sandwich.  
 
    “Hmm, this is the best sandwich I’ve ever had,” she moans deeply, the sound making my cock pulse in my pants and balls ache with need.  
 
    I grab a bottle of water and chug the entire thing, but it does nothing to sate my thirst. Fucking hell, I could just bend her over the kitchen counter and thrust into her. She’s wearing nothing underneath that shirt, and it would be so easy . . . 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I push back my desire, choosing instead to focus on the girl eating her sandwich like it’s the best thing she’s ever tasted, and I can tell that she is not faking her reaction. She polishes off the entire thing before offering me a shy smile, her eyes a little dazed as she stares at me. “Do you want to have sex with me?” 
 
    I sputter, choking on air. To hear those words come from her lips, her wide, innocent brown eyes watching me sleepily, make her question even more surprising.  
 
    “You must still be sore from earlier.” 
 
    “I am but . . . I don’t mind doing it again. I didn’t hate it. In fact, I liked it a lot, and you are already paying me a lot of money, so . . .” 
 
    Right. 
 
    It’s the reason she is here, and a part of me wants to give in. I want to bend her over where she stands and fuck her, coat her sex with my cum, but the thought of hurting her further tonight sends a confusing ache to my chest.  
 
    Goddamnit! 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I say instead. “You need to get some rest.” Tomorrow, I will unwrap my Christmas gift afresh.  
 
    “Oh,” she whispers, her voice carrying notes of disappointment, but I have no idea what she expects when she can barely even stand. Her eyes are drooping with sleep, and she wants to have sex. 
 
    “Let’s get you to bed,” I say, grabbing her hand and walking out of the kitchen.  
 
    “You are nothing like I pictured,” she says sleepily as I lead her upstairs.  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Not even close.” She chuckles. “Before I came here, I was scared out of my mind. I have never done this before, you know?” 
 
    “Why were you scared?” I ask, stopping at the staircase and turning to her. I lift my hand and brush the hair from her face, drawing my finger over her cheek. I don’t even realize what I am doing until she leans into the touch.  
 
    “I thought you would be someone older . . .” 
 
    “I am older,” I say. “I imagine that, at thirty-five, I am at least a decade older than you.” 
 
    “I know, but I was expecting someone way older. More . . . wrinkly,” she says, nuzzling my hand. “But I didn’t want to think too much about looks. I just hoped whoever I was meeting would be kind to me. I’m glad it was you.” 
 
    Her words take me aback. “I don’t know anyone that would call me kind.” 
 
    “I bet,” she whispers, blinking drowsily at me. “I’m being subjective when I call you kind. You have this permanent scowl on your face that would terrify even the strongest of men, and I won’t pretend not to see it, but I have seen other sides of you too. You were patient with me, took care of me. You even made me a ham sandwich. I don’t think there are many people who can claim to have received that from you.” 
 
    No one.  
 
    I have never made a sandwich for anyone else.  
 
    Nicholas Walsh, born and raised in luxury and wealth, has never served anyone a day in his life, but it’s all I have done from the second I met Joy.  
 
    Serving her is all I want to do. 
 
    “Let’s get you to bed,” I say again, ignoring the lump in my throat and the deep thrumming in my chest. 
 
    Joy is half-asleep by the time we make it to the bedroom and dead asleep the second her head hits the pillow. My arm is firmly locked in her grip as she sleeps, and she protests unconsciously when I try to pull away.  
 
    There are things I need to do. I need to find the fuse box and see if I can restore the power or locate a backup generator, so my angel doesn’t stay in the dark much longer.  
 
    I should leave to do just that, but I can’t move.  
 
    Lying beside Joy, her head on my shoulder as she sighs softly in her sleep, I can’t think of a good enough reason to leave. 
 
    Probably never will.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
    Joy 
 
      
 
    I wake up to an unfamiliar clicking noise, and it takes me a second to place the sound as fingers flying over a computer’s keyboard.  
 
    Nick is the first thing I see, which is truly a sight to behold as the man is all lean muscles and tattoos. Who would have guessed that beneath that suit is an Adonis body? My fingers itch to touch the wide shoulders and firm pecs that I didn’t get a chance to explore yesterday. 
 
    Christ, is that drool on my chin? I reach up and swipe my hand over my chin, breathing out a sigh of relief when it comes back dry. 
 
    The second thing I notice is the computer on his lap and how his intense eyes don’t shift from it even for a second. His long fingers dance over the keyboard without a moment of pause.  
 
    I watch him discreetly, studying his straight nose and those lips that are capable of eliciting so much pleasure. Those intense blue eyes stay locked on the screen, and I don’t dare interrupt him, choosing to revel in the raw masculine beauty that this man exudes.  
 
    “Did you get enough sleep?” he asks gruffly, his eyes shooting to mine.  
 
    “I did,” I respond, my cheeks heating at being caught ogling the man, but can he blame me? He is a fine specimen. The finest of all.  
 
    “I hope I didn’t wake you.” He slaps the laptop closed and fixes his full attention on me. “I tried going to work in a different room, so I wouldn’t disturb you, but you kept calling out for me in your sleep.” 
 
    Oh, God! 
 
    How embarrassing! 
 
    I barely know this man. Surely he is joking, and there is no way I actually cried out for him in my sleep, right? Right? 
 
    Nick’s stoic face convinces me that he is not joking. He doesn’t look like he’s made a joke once in his life, and now, I am doomed. I want to ask what else I said in my sleep, but sometimes, ignorance is bliss. 
 
    Even so, the mortification from his words is enough to send me burrowing back under the covers, but only for a second before they are tugged down.  
 
    “I liked it,” the cruel man says, his gorgeous blue eyes staring down at me. “I liked hearing you call out for me every second I was away. I liked the way you would reach out to me in your sleep, grabbing my arm and cuddling it to your chest.” 
 
    Kill. Me. Now. 
 
    “Do you want to know what else I liked about sleeping next to you?” 
 
    I doubt it’s worse than crying out to him in my sleep. God, I’ll never recover from that. “You don’t have to tell me—” 
 
    “But I want to,” Nick says, placing the laptop on the nightstand without taking his eyes off me. “I want you to know everything.” 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath when he slips his hand under the covers, cupping my breasts over the shirt. “Oh, Daddy.” I whimper in need when he rubs my nipples through the soft material.  
 
    “That too,” he says in a husky voice, running his hungry eyes over my face as he begins to unbutton the shirt with one hand. “I liked it when you clung to me in your sleep, crying out for Daddy as you buried your face in my neck.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    That definitely sounds like something I would do, and I should be a hundred percent mortified, but I can’t focus on that when he pushes the unbuttoned shirt aside, leaving him to explore my body with nothing in the way.  
 
    “Need you,” I moan deeply, my sex clenching with need when he grips my nipples between his knuckles and tugs. I watch dazedly, eyes dropping to his firm mouth, and I let out a desperate whimper, needing to feel it on me. My body is burning up, and I can’t take any teasing today. “Kiss me. Please, Daddy.” 
 
    His eyes darken as he stares down at me, and when he starts lowering his head, there is no stopping the harsh beating of my heart, the anticipation of the kiss growing fevered by the second.  
 
    Our lips meet in a slow, needy kiss. He drags his mouth over mine in a move so sensual, so slow and sinful, it makes my toes curl in pleasure.  
 
    This kiss is nothing like the hungry ones we shared last night.  
 
    While I liked feeling his desire and hunger in last night’s kiss. I need this one more. The slow drag of lips, his tongue stroking mine in long, deep kisses is enough for me to give him the rest of my heart.  
 
    My soul. My body. He can have it all as long as he promises to kiss me this way every day for the rest of our lives.  
 
    Don’t be delusional, Joy! After Christmas, all this will be over.  
 
    “No!” I breathe into the kiss, speaking my thoughts out loud.  
 
    Nick’s mouth freezes, and he pulls back to look at me. “Angel, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “D-don’t stop,” I whisper brokenly, already missing him. I wrap a hand around his neck, pulling his mouth down to mine in a desperate kiss, catching him off-guard. “Need you, Daddy, please!” 
 
    “Joy!” 
 
    I wince at that. I don’t like when he calls me that. It slaps me back to the reality where our time is limited. A reality I don’t care for.  
 
    With an annoyed huff, I push him off me and onto his back before straddling his hips. His eyes darken as they drop to the parted shirt and my exposed breasts.  
 
    “I’ve been such a good girl for you, Daddy,” I whisper, rocking against his erection, making his chest heave. “I like it better when you call me angel. It feels like you are punishing me by robbing me of the pet name when I’ve been nothing but a good girl for you.” 
 
    “What’s got you so worked up, angel?” 
 
    Finally! 
 
    “You,” I whisper before leaning down and kissing him. He moans into the kiss, his hand flying to my waist as I rub my wet sex over his massive cock. Christ, it feels so good. I need him inside of me. Before him, I never got the hype about sex, but now . . . it’s all I can think about.  
 
    Sex with him.  
 
    Only him.  
 
    I cry out when he palms my breasts, leaning into his touch when he begins kissing a trail from my lips. I close my eyes and grind against him as he runs his tongue down my neck, my breathing growing labored before breaking into a moan when his hot mouth closes wetly over my nipple.  
 
    “Oh, Daddy!” I cry out, combing my fingers into his hair and fisting the thick strands as he buries his face in my chest, flicking the tip of his tongue over my sensitive nipple and driving me to madness.  
 
    “Fucking hell!” he growls, kissing a path between my breasts. “I need to be inside of you now, angel. Take me out!” 
 
    My fingers are shaky as I reach between us, tugging down the waistband of his boxers and freeing his heavy cock from its tight confines. I wrap my hand around his thick girth as he kisses my neck, nipping gently at the skin as I stroke him.  
 
    His hands fly between us, and he grabs his thick member. “Lift up for Daddy, angel.” 
 
    I do as he instructs, my lips parting in a whimper as he guides his shaft to my entrance and rubs at my wetness before thrusting into me with a pained grunt. Christ, he feels impossibly thick and large.  
 
    “Too big, Daddy,” I whimper, grabbing onto his shoulders and rocking gently, trying to adjust to him.  
 
    Nick clutches my bottom and pulls me flush against him, driving his cock impossibly deeper. I throw my head back with a cry when he starts bouncing me on his lap, his shaft sliding in and out of me with a loud wet sound that would have left me feeling horrified, but I am far too gone to think about anything but the pleasure he brings me.  
 
    He curses roughly as he fucks me, the arm around my waist holding me tightly as he pounds his hard shaft into me, frying every last one of the brain cells.  
 
    “Mine,” he growls. “No one gets to touch what’s fucking mine.” 
 
    “Yes,” I gasp, head thrown back as I rock my hips against his. Another gasp stutters out when his hand closes around my throat and pulls me forward, forcing me to meet his dark, hungry eyes.  
 
    “Say it! I want to hear you fucking say it.” 
 
    “Yours, Daddy,” I cry out, pleasure shooting up my spine from the pressure he has around my throat. “Only yours!” 
 
    Christ! 
 
    It’s too much! 
 
    This time, the orgasm tears through me with little warning as stars explode behind my eyelids and my body shudders over his as I climax with a deafening scream. I buck against him, my body trembling from the strength of the orgasm even as he continues to thrust into me, dragging out the pleasure much longer than I anticipated. Nick comes with a deep growl, his body stilling beneath mine as he shoots thick ropes of warm seed into my womb and marks me as his.  
 
    It's intimate, the way he lazily thrusts into me as he drags out the aftershocks of our pleasure.  
 
    He falls back on the pillow, and I follow him down, laying my head on his chest as I fight to catch my breath.  
 
    I could fall back to sleep. His muscled pec acts as a perfect pillow, and besides, I can hear his beating heart this way, proof that the cold businessman does actually have one after all.  
 
    My eyes move to the bedroom window where the curtains are slightly drawn. The snow is falling heavily, and I can tell there will be no leaving this place today either. “It’s Christmas.” 
 
    “How would you typically spend the day?” he asks, his voice so deep, I can feel his chest vibrate.  
 
    “Well, it depends, I guess. I don’t really have a tradition or anything like that. If my crazy roommate doesn’t make me drive her to some party or other, I go skating at the park on Christmas Eve. I spend Christmas Day at home, decorating the tree and baking for my neighbors.” 
 
    “What about your family?” 
 
    “I was raised by my uncle’s family after my parents died, but we are not close,” I say, downplaying the sour relationship I have with my only remaining living family member. He and his wife made it clear that I was unwanted and no longer welcome in their home when I turned eighteen, and maintaining the distance between us is probably for the better. 
 
    Nick must sense a shift in the mood because he grabs my chin and shifts my face, so I am looking down into his perfect blues. I could drown in them if I am not careful.  
 
    “I promised you a fire,” he whispers, his eyes dropping to my lips. “I should probably get started on that.” 
 
    “You should,” I whisper, but my lips are already pressing to his. My sex throbs anew, and I am surprised by my insatiable need for him.  
 
    “I’ll get to it in a minute,” he says, but he’s rolling me to my back and guiding his cock to my entrance, and soon, we’re making love again. This time, his movements are tortuously slow. Every moment shared between us feels like he is imprinting on me.  
 
    I love you. The words are on the tip of my tongue. I want so much to tell him how I feel, but I can’t bring myself to say the words in my heart. Not when we have a deadline for this.  
 
    With my body burning with need, sex trembling and heart clenching with longing, I choose to bury my face in his neck and swallow back the words I long to say.  
 
    I love you!

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven  
 
    Nick 
 
      
 
    We make love all morning.  
 
    In all of my adulthood, I have never spent more than half an hour on sex. I always considered the event to be a waste of time and only approached it in a very nonchalant way. I engaged in the act less and less until I stopped altogether, and now, to think that I have spent an entire morning making love to one woman . . . 
 
    It blows my mind.  
 
    It’s amazing how I can’t keep my hands off her. Not in bed and not in the shower, and even as she slips into a spare shirt I grabbed from my bag, I still want her.  
 
    I want to bend her over the side of the bed and fuck her into oblivion, but I hold back. I need to at least get some food in her before making love to her again.  
 
    “How do you feel about steak?” I ask as I watch her button the shirt and realize I’m not doing it just out of lust.  
 
    I just generally enjoy watching her. Her long dark hair is beautiful, and those tiny freckles under her eyes just make me want to kiss her. I’ve never had the urge to kiss someone’s freckles before, but with Joy, I want all of her.  
 
    “I love steak,” she says, fixing those pretty brown eyes on me, her lips parting in a sweet smile. “I am sure I’ll love anything you make.” 
 
    Joy starts for the door, and I follow behind, making a mental note to take her to the finest steakhouse in the city when we get out of here.  
 
    We make lunch together and eat it in the kitchen. Another first for me. I’ve always had my dishes prepared and served in the dining room, one dish after another before going back to work, but there is something relaxing about being in the kitchen in just my trousers with the woman I have fallen for.  
 
    With the dishes done, we walk to the living room where I start working on the fireplace. Luckily, the log holder is stocked, and I don’t have to go out and search for it in the snow.  
 
    Joy settles on a couch as I start the fire, and soon, the room fills up with warmth, the crackling embers creating an atmosphere of comfort.  
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to see the Christmas tree at the city center this year,” she comments from her spot on the couch.  
 
    I turn around, my brows furrowing in confusion at her words. “You mean the one with the ornaments made by the kids at the children’s hospital?” 
 
    “You’ve seen it?” she asks excitedly.  
 
    “Hard not to, it’s so close to my office, and the lights are so distracting when I am trying to work in the evening.” 
 
    She giggles, lying back down on the couch. “Only you would find the most beautiful thing in the world annoying.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that tree is the most beautiful thing. Not even close.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she challenges. “Name something else that’s prettier. Although, come to think of it, you’ve probably been all around the world and seen better.”  
 
    “You are right,” I say, throwing a piece of wood onto the fire. “I have been all over the world and seen all sorts of impressive things, but I maintain that the most beautiful thing I have ever seen is in this city, and it’s not the lights on the Christmas tree.” 
 
    Her brows draw in confusion, and I can see her search her mind for what I could be talking about, and she must come back empty because her eyes shoot back to mine in bewilderment. “Then what else is there?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “No, really,” she says with a laugh. “What is it?” 
 
    “You,” I say seriously. “I have seen the pyramids, visited the most luxurious places in the world, been to all the places my money can take me, only to find the most beautiful thing right here at home.” 
 
    Her cheeks flare with heat as her eyes search my face to detect the falsehood, but she has to know I don’t lie. It’s a waste of time when you don’t really care about the consequences the truth brings.  
 
    “I . . . I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything,” I tell her, ending the conversation.  
 
    I join her on the couch, drawing her into my arms as we watch the fire. Her fingers draw circles over my chest, arousing me and relaxing me in equal measure. I don’t remember falling asleep, but my eyes open, and I realize with a start that it’s dark outside. 
 
    Fuck! How long have I been asleep?  
 
    Judging from the fact the fire is completely out without even a glowing ember to show there was one in the first place, I figure I must’ve slept the afternoon away. Joy seems to have fallen asleep as well, and I make an effort not to wake her as I get up from the couch.  
 
    I walk to the window and see that it’s not snowing as heavily anymore. I notice a plow heading back down the lane and realize that must’ve been the thing to wake me. It’s clear enough that I could drive back home now, but I find that I don’t want to leave. The thought of willingly being away from work should shock me, but it doesn’t.  
 
    With Joy, I’ve discovered a whole new side of me, and I find that I want to stay up here with her.  
 
    Maybe we can stay until New Year’s. We could remain here, locked up in our little haven for as long as we want. I have people I trust with my company, and maybe this once, I can stay away and let them manage themselves.  
 
    With that thought in place, I decide to call Eric. Fortunately, this house still has a working landline phone. 
 
    I drape a blanket over the sleeping Joy before going to the hallway to make the call, so I don’t wake her up. I don’t expect the call to go through, assuming Eric will ignore the unknown number, but it does.  
 
    “On a scale of one to ten, how mad at me are you?” my best friend asks when he realizes who the caller is.  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Maybe five, depending on whether or not the lay was good. I sent her a good chunk of money, so she better have you in a good mood before you come back to work.” 
 
    “Eric!” I hiss, a warning note in my tone. “Do you think it’s funny paying for someone to sleep with me without my knowledge, only for us to end up trapped in the storm? What if she was dangerous and tried to kill or blackmail me?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think that far ahead,” he groans. “C’mon, Nick, I thought you were calling to thank me for your Christmas gift. She is bound by an NDA through the service I used. She can’t tell anyone about anything that happened this week. If only you knew the trouble I went through to get her for you. She tried to change the deal on me at the last minute.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That chick asked for double the amount we’d agreed to. If it hadn’t been so last minute, I would have cancelled on her for trying to pull one over on me!” 
 
    His words take me by surprise. It’s as if he is talking about a different person. There is no way my angel would say or do the things he is claiming.  
 
    Not Joy. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I ask through gritted teeth, my voice dangerously low.  
 
    “I have the text messages if you need proof. I sent her the first installment a couple days ago and was going to send the rest when you came back, but the little bitch asked for more at the last minute, saying she would bail if I didn’t send it. I couldn’t believe it! She better have a pussy made of gold, or I–” 
 
    I hang up the call, my blood thrumming with irritation. I can’t stand to hear Eric speak ill of Joy, but if what he said is true . . . 
 
    No way.  
 
    Joy isn’t like that. 
 
    You don’t know her. You just met her yesterday, you idiot.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Eric has no reason to lie, not when he claims to have proof, so that leaves Joy. I need to know if the woman I just shared myself with sees me as nothing more than an easy payday.  
 
    I am a very good judge of character, and there is no way Joy is not who she presented herself to be.  
 
    I ignore the harsh pang of my heart, focusing instead on my bruised pride. If this was only about money for her, then I will find out soon enough!

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
    Joy 
 
      
 
    Something is wrong.  
 
    I clock on it when I wake up alone. I look around to find Nick fully dressed in a black suit, standing by the window, drinking something what I think is bourbon. The elegant tailoring on his black jacket is immaculate and perfectly highlights his silhouette.  
 
    My lips part in a smile as I lift my gaze to meet his dark and intense one. My smile falters a little when his eyes don’t soften like they usually do when he looks at me.  
 
    Something has changed between us and I have no idea what it is.  
 
    I sit up and tug the shirt down my thighs as I wait for him to break the silence, but he doesn’t say a word. I shift my eyes from his eyes to the amber liquid that glimmers in the sunlight coming in through the window.  
 
    “I had no idea you drink,” I say in an attempt to break the silence.  
 
    “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me. All we’ve done is talk about you, after all.” 
 
    Ouch! 
 
    “You’re right,” I say, forcing a smile. “A-are you okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
     I breathe out a sigh, confused by the sudden change of mood. Just a few hours ago, things were great, and I promised myself that I would stop hiding and confess my love for him, but now more than ever, I am sure he won’t accept my affection. I have nothing to offer a man like Nick. 
 
    “Nick,” I say carefully, “did I do something?” 
 
    “I’m trying to tell if you are putting on an act for me. If this naïve, innocent front you are showing me is the real you.” 
 
    My brows draw in confusion. “I don’t know what you are talking about.” 
 
    “You asked for more money, let’s start there.” 
 
    What the hell is he talking about? 
 
    “Nick—” 
 
    “The sex was good, I will admit that. Well worth the additional money you asked for right before coming to meet me.” 
 
    “Additional money I asked. . .”  What? I feel faint. “I didn’t ask for any additional money!”  
 
    “It’s pocket change to me, Joy. What I despise more than anything is someone lying to me.” 
 
    “When did I lie?” I whisper, my mind still reeling over what he said. I didn’t even have a way to contact him, so the only person who could have done it is Kim. Is she out of her goddamned mind? 
 
    I mean, I am glad I came here and shared my first time with Nick, but this . . . How could she? She already got nearly twenty thousand dollars.  
 
    I need to tell Nick the truth. If I am to protect what he and I have cultivated in the little time we’ve spent together, then I need to tell him that I was not the one who set this up and hope he believes me.  
 
    “Oh, drop the act, Joy,” he grits out. “I can’t stand watching you act this way. How do you go from mercenary to innocent so easily? Do you have multiple personalities?” 
 
    “I . . . I don’t have multiple personalities,” I say, breathing deeply before locking my gaze on his. “I didn’t sign up for the escort service. My roommate signed me up because I owed her money. I only agreed because I lost my job, and she was going to kick me out. When you made the offer, she demanded that I accept. I didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “And yet, you still asked for more money,” he says darkly. 
 
    “She made the profile, I didn’t have any access to it. I had no way of contacting—” 
 
    “Stop with the lies, Joy,” he growls, dropping his glass on the nearest table. “I don’t like it when people keep lying to me when the truth has been exposed.” 
 
    He doesn’t believe me! 
 
    I can practically feel my heart shatter into a million pieces as the truth sets in. Nick doesn’t trust me.  
 
    There is probably nothing I can do or say to prove that I am innocent. Sure, I showed up here to have sex with him in exchange for money, but I didn’t set up the meeting or actually receive any of the money, let alone demand more. Hell, I wouldn’t have come at all if I’d had any other choice. 
 
    In his eyes, I am probably a gold digger, trying to trick him into giving me more money.  
 
    “Nick . . .” I try once more, but he shuts me up with a withering glare. His eyes are scary as he starts toward me, and I quickly get up, my heart hammering in my chest as he comes closer.  
 
    “You know what I hate the most about this,” he says, cupping my jaw. “I hate the fact that even knowing the truth, I still want you more than I have ever wanted anyone in my life.” 
 
    I gasp when he wraps his hand around my waist and pulls me flush against him. “Nick!” 
 
    “This body was made to torture me,” he breathes, snaking his hand up the shirt. Long fingers caress my thigh as they trail up to my pulsing sex. “Fucking you is all I can think about.” 
 
    I whimper when he drags his knuckles over my sex, brushing my arousal and sending heat rocking through my body.  
 
    “You are the only woman who has ever driven me to the point of insanity. The more I have you, the more I fucking want you!” 
 
    “Nick, please!” I cry out when he rubs at my clit with his middle finger. 
 
    A sinister smile falls on his lips as he watches me. “You are so fucking drenched, angel,” he whispers. “At least your body tells the truth.” 
 
    I don’t get much time to react as he spins me around, and I have to grab the couch to hold me. I know what is about to happen, and I should stop him if he doesn’t trust me, but . . . if this is the last time I will experience this, then I will take it.  
 
    I’ll let him have me like this one last time.  
 
    His harsh breathing mixes with the sound of his zipper, and I can’t help the tremble that rocks my knees as I anticipate the feel of him.  
 
    “I will always want you,” he says, tugging the shirt up over my waist before I feel the heavy feel of his arousal press against my slick folds from behind. “I could spend a lifetime in this pussy, fucking you on every surface of this house.” 
 
    “Daddy!” I whimper as he slowly sinks his shaft into my entrance with a harsh grunt. Every inch he slides into me feels like sweet heaven, and for a moment, I forget myself. I revel in the feeling of having the man I love touch me the way he is. 
 
    “Too tight!” he curses, thrusting the rest of the way in until he’s filling every inch of my pulsing sex and stretching me with his massive girth. “Shit! I’m not going to last!” 
 
    “Harder, Daddy,” I moan when he starts pounding into me. His hand drops between my legs, and I buck into his arms when his middle finger rubs circles over my clit. “Oh, God.” 
 
    His finger moves faster and faster, stroking my clit even as his heavy balls smack into me with each thrust.  
 
    “Mine!” he snarls. “You are mine, angel. Only mine!” 
 
    “Yours, Daddy,” I cry out, drawing closer to the edge.  
 
    “Come for me, angel,” he demands in my ear as he thrusts desperately into me. His cock saws in and out of me with such strength, when I climax, it threatens to knock me out. Black spots swim in my eyes even as my walls close tightly around him. 
 
    “Fuck!” he roars as he follows right behind, the sound raw and feral as he spills his seed into me. It lasts only a few minutes, but it feels like it goes on forever, and I just want to turn around and kiss him. 
 
    I just need his assurance that everything between us is okay.  
 
    As though hearing my thoughts, Nick turns me around before drawing me into his embrace. I bury my face in his neck and soak in his warm, comforting scent.  
 
    “Stay with me,” he whispers. “I was angry when I found out and was going to leave, but I don’t want this to end. I don’t care if you only want my money, I can’t let you go.” 
 
    My heart swells at his words.  
 
    “Really?” I whisper, drawing my head from his chest to look at him.  
 
    “Yes. I know how important money is for you, so of course I will pay you,” he says, and I wait for him to tell me his words are joke, but he doesn’t. “Stay with me through the holidays. I will more than double the amount you asked for. You will start the New Year with a hundred thousand in your account.” 
 
    I draw back from the embrace, avoiding his eyes as I back away. “I don’t want it.” 
 
    “It’s not enough?” he says desperately. “I can get you a luxury condo in the city and offer you a generous allowance.” 
 
    I didn’t think my heart could break any further. After everything we’ve shared, the man I love doesn’t know me at all. He still sees me as a woman whose affection is for sale.  
 
    I sniff back the tears threatening to choke me and force myself to keep a brave face until I am away from him. I can’t break down with him so close.  
 
    I can feel his warm cum drip down my thighs, and he just had to go and taint all of that because he can’t trust me. How can he be with me if he doesn’t trust me? This is officially the worst Christmas ever. What was once my favorite holiday is ruined. I realize with a deep ache that Nick will never truly love me if this is what he believes.  
 
    “Please take me home,” I ask quietly. 

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
    Nick 
 
      
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Jesus, what the hell have I done? 
 
    Joy hasn’t said a word to me since we left the house, choosing to spend the drive to her apartment fixated on the window, and it’s fucking killing me.  
 
    I know I have messed up . . . somehow. I just have no fucking clue what the hell it is I did.  
 
    Am I not supposed to be the angry one between us? She lied . . . right? 
 
    Fuck! Since when is everything so complicated? I close multimillion-dollar deals every other weekend like it’s nothing, and yet I can’t figure out what the hell I did so wrong that she can’t be bothered to spare me a glance.  
 
    “That’s my place,” she whispers, pointing at an old gray building with a faulty security light at the front.  
 
    There is no fucking way this place is safe for her to live in. No wonder she needed the money.  
 
    I’ll double it.  
 
    Hell, I’ll triple it! 
 
    I’ll give her the fucking world just to get her to look at me once.  
 
    I park the car right outside the building, and a part of me wants to tear out of the lot and drive her far away from this place, but I need to fix whatever it is I did or said to ruin our perfect synergy. Perhaps I shouldn’t have brought up her request for more money so soon. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned it until after she’d been paid the rest.  
 
    “Angel . . .” 
 
    “Thank you for the ride,” she says quietly, opening the car door, but I grab her hand before she can leave. Even then, she doesn’t look up to meet my gaze.  
 
    “Look, we need to talk.” 
 
    “We have nothing to talk about.” Her voice is barely audible as she tries to free her hand of my grip. “Don’t send the money. I doubt I’ll get any of it anyway.”  
 
    Her words draw me up short. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Never mind. I need to go.” 
 
    She uses my moment of confusion to escape my car, but I am not about to let her run before everything between us is settled. A part of me was expecting her to scream her frustrations at me, but she’s remained frustratingly passive, which confuses me further.  
 
    She doesn’t turn around to see whether or not I come after her, which upsets me even more for some reason, but I am determined to leave this place with Joy. Something tells me that if I go now, I might never get the chance to see her again.  
 
    I walk past the notice on the broken elevators and head for the stairs that she just took. My angel is fast on her feet despite the tight red dress she is once again wearing. I catch up with her just as she’s letting herself into an apartment, placing my foot against the door before it closes.  
 
    I’m about to call out to Joy when a female voice beats me to it. “Joy, is that you?” 
 
    Joy doesn’t respond as she walks into a room at the end of the hall and shuts the door closed behind her. The other woman in the house lets out an annoyed huff, and there is the sound of a door opening.  
 
    I should leave.  
 
    It’s clear I am trespassing, and Joy would be within her rights to report me as a stalker, but I can’t make myself leave, so I quietly make my way inside. I walk to the door I assume is Joy’s bedroom to find it half open, but neither of the occupants notice my presence.  
 
    “So, how did it go? I saw him when I dropped you off, you know. You got lucky, he’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it, Kim.” Joy’s voice breaks as she speaks.  
 
    Kim. So, Joy wasn’t lying about the roommate bit. Is it possible that she might’ve been telling the truth about the rest of it? 
 
    “C’mon, Joy, don’t be such a child. Didn’t you recognize him? He’s one of the wealthiest men in the city. You should be thanking me. God knows why a man like that was looking for paid company. Did you do everything I told you?” 
 
    There is a long silence before Joy breaks it. “Is that why you asked for more money? You recognized him? Wasn’t it enough that you already got twenty thousand dollars while I did all the work? That is way more than I owed you!” 
 
    “Duh. That guy is worth more money than you and I can even fathom. We need as much as we can get. I’ll share the extra with you like I promised—" 
 
    “I don’t want it,” my angel cries, breaking my heart to bits. “I don’t want the freaking money. You can keep it and buy yourself a new soul to replace your rotten one.” 
 
    “You can’t speak to me like that! Not if you want to continue living here and get your share of the money.” 
 
    “I don’t want it!” Joy screams, repeating the same words she said to me, and that sends cold shame pooling in my belly. I feel like I might be sick as the pieces finally start to fall into place. “Now leave me alone,” Joy demands, gesturing toward the door. 
 
    I can tell her yell is so out of character with the way it shocks her roommate into silence, but not for long. “W-wait, Joy. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Packing! I don’t want to live with you anymore. I want nothing to do with you . . . or him.” 
 
    Her words crush me more than anything, but I am determined to make this right. And to think I said all those cruel things to her, adding insult to injury by throwing my money at her and making it clear I didn’t trust her.  
 
    I drop my head against the wall, cursing myself for being such an idiot and possibly ruining the best thing that will ever happen to me.  
 
    “You can’t leave,” the roommate says venomously, and I realize that this is whom Eric must have spoken to. She sounds just like he described. “Joy, you are only twenty, and your uncle and his family hate you. Your parents died when you were sixteen. You have no one! I am the closest thing to family you have!” 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    I kick open the door, startling the two women in the room with my entrance.  
 
    “Nick,” Joy says alarmed. “What are you doing here? I told you—” 
 
    “Leave us alone,” I say to the vile, unwanted person in the room.  
 
    Kim sputters, glaring at me even as she rakes her eyes over my body. “This is my house; you can’t kick me out.” 
 
    “I can buy this whole building, hell, the entire neighborhood in less than a day and get you kicked out with all your things. Don’t fucking tempt me!” 
 
    She swallows, and she must read the truth in my eyes because she flashes me a glare and exits the room. I kick the door closed and turn to the woman I came for. I close the distance between us, my heart aching with the need to touch her and assure her that I am here to take care of her.  
 
    That I will be her family! 
 
    “Nick, look . . .” 
 
    “Forgive me, angel,” I say gently, cupping her jaw and dropping my forehead against hers. “I was a fool not to trust you.” 
 
    “Nick . . .” 
 
    “You are the best fucking Christmas gift I’ve ever received.” My voice is raspy even to my own ears. “You can’t blame me for wanting to give you the world the only way I know how.” 
 
    “Nick, wait—” 
 
    “I’m done waiting,” I say, brushing my lips needily against hers. “I need you. I should have trusted you. I’m sorry, angel . . . I love you.” 
 
    She stills against me, forcing me to look down and meet her gaze. “Y-you love me?” 
 
    “More than anything in the world,” I say, combing my fingers into her hair and tugging her close to me. “I have never felt so helpless in my life as I did when you ran away, and I had no idea how I’d fucked up. I thought giving you money would keep you with me. Why else would you want someone as horrible as me?” 
 
    “Y-you’re not a horrible person.” 
 
    “I make my employees work through Christmas and New Year’s.” 
 
    “You are a monster!” she scolds, slapping my chest, but I spy the smile on her lips.  
 
    “The worst kind,” I agree. “Now let this monster apologize properly and make it up to you.” 
 
    “Are you going to offer me more money?” 
 
    “Yes, but right now, I was thinking of something else.”  
 
    “Nick . . .” 
 
    My palm slides up her back, tugging down the zipper of her dress. She shivers against me when I tug the tight bodice down. “Let me have you first. I have every intention of giving you the best of everything, and this is not me trying to buy your affection. But right now, I need to feel you, angel.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I want to take care of you in every way. Please let me, angel.” 
 
    She breathes out a sigh. “I want that too.” 
 
    “Good, now let me get back to making up for not trusting you in the first place,” I say, dropping my lips to her neck, but she leans away, her panicked eyes shooting to the closed door.  
 
    “My roommate is still around. The walls are very thin, Nick.” 
 
    Christ, my innocent angel. The fact that she thinks that will stop me from touching her just endears her to me even more.  
 
    “It’s up to you to decide how loud you want to be.” 
 
    I don’t give her a chance to protest again as I wrap her dark hair around my fist and tug gently, pressing my lips against hers just in time to catch her gasp. Despite her protest, she arches into my touch, pressing her perfect tits against my chest as I ravage her mouth like a starved man.  
 
    Fuck, I wasn’t lying when I said I can’t get enough of this woman.  
 
    Every touch of lips and brush of skin drives me to insanity. She whines prettily into the kiss, and it sends my cock throbbing with the need to be inside of her despite fucking her only a few hours ago.  
 
    I push her to the wall, pinning her with my body as I rock my aching cock against her inner thigh. Her breath grows choppy when I kiss a trail down her neck, every caress filled with apology and longing.  
 
    With love. Unlike anything I have experienced before in my life.  
 
    I lick the smooth column of her neck, biting into her earlobe as I trail my hand between her legs. I groan deeply when I slip a finger into her sex to find her wet. I thrust my middle finger into her drenched hole, driving it into her until she’s mewling and bucking against me.  
 
    “You’re so wet, angel,” I growl into her neck. “You want Daddy to clean that up for you with his tongue, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    I drop to my knees, grabbing her left leg and lifting it to my shoulder. I kiss the inside of her thigh and drag my nose over her folds, inhaling her sweet scent and committing it to memory. I rub my thumb over her parted flesh until she’s crying for more before sliding my tongue into her wet valley and lapping up her juices. She cries out, bucking in my arms, which only makes my cock leak in my pants.  
 
    I have no control around this woman.  
 
    I went from having no sex to craving her body every breathing second, and now, I can’t get enough of her taste as I drag my tongue over her pussy, groaning deeply as I taste her arousal. I suction my lips over her clit, soaking in her broken moans as I suck at the sensitive bud.  
 
    “Daddy, I’m so close!” she cries out, her legs quivering as I bathe her sex in long, hungry licks and don’t stop until she’s climaxing on my tongue. I lap at her sex, coating my lips with her wildly intoxicating juices. I quickly rise to my feet and unzip my slacks before taking my cock into my fist. But before I can stroke my aching shaft, my angel drops to her knees.  
 
    Her eyes lock on mine as she pushes my hand away and closes her lips, swollen from my kisses, around the head of my cock. I groan at the feel of her tongue tentatively tracing my slit. I have tasted my angel several times, but this is the first time she’s had me in her mouth.  
 
    Pulling off, she looks up at me shyly. “Tell me if I’m doing it wrong,” she says. 
 
    “You’re perfect; anything you do will be perfect, angel,” I tell her gently, tracing a thumb around her mouth before sinking my fingers into her hair and guiding her back to my shaft.  
 
    My knees nearly give out as I sink into her wet heat once more. She takes about half of my length into her mouth before she gags and has to pull back, quickly sinking down once more. With her hand, she works my base as she hollows her cheeks. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she’d done this before, it’s so good. But, no. My angel is mine. Only mine.  
 
    Looking up at me and grabbing my thighs, Joy pulls me forward deeper into her eager mouth. I use my grip on her hair to guide her movements, picking up the pace as I thrust into her. Too soon, my rhythm stutters, and I spill into her mouth. After swallowing as much of my load as she can, my angel pulls off my cock, then licks me clean, sending aftershocks of pleasure ricocheting through my body. When she’s had her fill, I pull her to her feet and kiss her deeply, tasting myself on her tongue. 
 
    “Love you,” I whisper roughly, dropping my lips to her temple. “You are mine. And I will do whatever it takes to keep it that way.” 
 
    “I love you too,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my waist and dropping her head to my chest. “I just met you, but I feel like I have loved you for ages.” 
 
    Exactly how I feel.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    Joy 
 
      
 
    Five years later 
 
      
 
    I step out of the car, a wide smile on my face when I get my first glimpse at the mansion. Snowflakes dance in the air, blanketing the grand estate in a pristine white. The towering pine trees glisten with a fresh layer of snow, and the soft glow of the porch lights guides me toward the entrance. I feel the cold against my cheeks, but my heart is warm with anticipation as I walk toward the front door.  
 
    The crunch of snow under my boots adds a rhythmic soundtrack to my excitement. It’s amazing how charming this place feels compared to the first time I came here.  
 
    Five years ago, I showed up here dressed in nothing but a dress that was two sizes too small, cutting off much-needed air to my lungs. I remember the bone-chilling fear that rocked me to my core when I first saw the mansion, half afraid that I wouldn’t come out of there alive.  
 
    But I did.  
 
    Not only did I survive one of the scariest moments of my life, but I also met my soulmate. A real-life Grinch that hated Christmas and anything remotely close to joy. I find it surprising how his attitude made a complete one-eighty after we married. 
 
    The door bursts open just as I am climbing the short stairs, and the hottest freaking man I have ever seen steps out in nothing but gray sweats, and just like that, I forget how to breathe. It’s pretty ridiculous, really. On my wedding day, a vindictive Kim told me that marriage was where love went to die before she was escorted out by security, and yet . . . five years down the line, my knees still grow weak at the sight of my husband like it’s the first time all over again.  
 
    And the way he watches me, blue eyes flashing with desire as I close the distance between us, tells me he feels the same way about me.  
 
    “Hey there, sexy,” he says as he grabs my waist, crushing me in his embrace. I wrap an arm around his neck and brush my lips softly against his. “I missed you so much, angel.” 
 
    I slap his chest playfully when he kneads my ass. “We just saw each other this morning before I left.” 
 
    “How did your meeting go? Did you finally close the deal, or do I need to make some calls and scare some people?” 
 
    I smile at his eagerness to help, but this is something I wanted to do myself. Buying the building I am going to open my daycare in proved to be much more of a headache than I’d originally pictured. When I first told Nick I was going to open my own daycare, he was supportive, and he let me take charge of it when I said that’s what I wanted to do. A part of me wishes I’d let him take care of it for me, but I was determined to see it through, and now that the deal has been closed, I can finally relax.  
 
    “Everything is fine now,” I say with a sigh. “I’m sorry I left in such a hurry this morning, without even saying goodbye to the kids. Are they mad at me?”  
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” my perfect man whispers, slipping his warm hands under my sweater and cupping my breasts. “They played hide-and-seek, read some books in the library, and then we went out to collect wood in the forest. We had hot chocolate when we came in, and that wiped them out. They’re napping.” 
 
    “Sounds like you had fun . . . oh,” I gasp when he tweaks my nipples between his fingers, tugging gently before massaging them with his thumb.  
 
    Pleasure dances up my spine from his wandering hands, and for a moment, I forget we have not left the front porch. “Don’t worry, I spared all the energy I could for you.”  
 
    I gasp when Nick’s hands drop to my ass before he lifts me off the ground. I wrap my legs around his waist as he carries me into the house. “I started the fire, so you’d be warm when you got home,” he says, kicking the door closed behind us.  
 
    “Nick, the kids . . .” 
 
    “Will not be up for hours. They’re exhausted,” he responds, laying me on the couch and following me down. I catch the reflection of the fire in his eyes, and I fall a little deeper. I thought I was at capacity of loving him and imagined there was no way I could love him more than I already did, but every day, he proves me wrong.  
 
    “I love you,” I whisper, cupping his jaw and drowning in his perfect blues. “I always will. Back then, you have no idea how much it killed me not to say those words.” 
 
    “You’ve made up for it by telling me every waking hour of our lives,” he rasps, rubbing his erection against my thigh. “By giving me two gorgeous kids who take after their kind mother and a life that I never pictured for myself. One I never thought I deserved.” 
 
    A breathless whimper slips out when he brushes his lips over my neck, moisture pooling in my sex at the move. He unzips my pants and tugs them down my thighs along with my panties before tossing them away. I bury my face in his neck, bathing in his strong masculine scent and losing myself in his touch.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about his all day,” he groans into my ear, blowing hot air over my skin as he tugs his sweats down and grabs his erection, his eyes on mine as he guides his thick shaft to my pulsing sex. He pushes the tip of his hard cock into my entrance before hooking his forearm beneath my thigh. I slap a hand over my mouth to curb a sob when he starts pushing in slowly, his thick girth stretching me fully. “You are so wet, angel. So fucking wet and tight!” 
 
    “Oh, Daddy,” I cry out when he drops his finger between us, rubbing my sensitive clit even as he fucks me in long, deep strokes.  
 
    “You like that,” he growls deeply, pumping his hips against me and wrecking me with each thrust. “You like it when Daddy loses control, don’t you? When he can’t think of anything but this pussy?” 
 
    “Yes,” I cry out, scratching my nails down his back as he slams into me, his thrusts growing fevered and possessive. “Faster, Daddy, please. Harder!”  
 
    Nick clasps my ass, digging his fingers into my skin as he plunges into me in fast, hard strokes, driving me closer and closer to the edge. Reminding me why there has never and will never be anyone but him.  
 
    He is everything.  
 
    “I’m so close, angel,” he growls, pushing his thick flesh into me with force and sending me over the edge, but he’s not too far behind. His cock jerks inside of me for a second before he floods my passage with his warm seed. He rams into my pulsing channel until I have milked him of every drop before dropping on top of me with a satisfied sigh.  
 
    I comb my fingers into his hair as we lie in silence, enjoying each other’s company as we catch our breath. 
 
    “One of them is up,” I whisper, but make no move to get up, my body feeling deliciously warm.  
 
    “One of what?” he mutters sleepily. 
 
    “Kids, Nick.” I chuckle at the man. “We have kids sleeping in the house, remember? I think it’s Eli who just woke up. I can’t tell with my ears still ringing, but one of the kids is up and moving around upstairs.” 
 
    “We better get up then,” he says with a groan.  
 
    I pat his back, loving how firm his muscles are. “Let’s go check if that Santa suit fits. The kids will expect Santa tomorrow.” 
 
    Nick grumbles, but we both know how much he loves it. I bet it would horrify his best friend and his business partners if they knew the big bad businessman they all fear so much spends his Christmas in a Santa suit chasing his kids around our home.  
 
    The thought just makes me giggle.  
 
    “What’s funny?” Nick asks, pushing back to look at me.  
 
    “You . . . in a Santa costume.” 
 
    “I swore you to secrecy. Eric cannot find out.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” I giggle. “I’ll keep your little secret.” 
 
    His eyes darken, and I figure that’s my cue to escape before we get started again, but he catches me before I can leave, crashing his lips against mine in a deep kiss, stealing my breath away from me like he has been since the first time we met.  
 
    If the past five years are anything to go by, he’ll keep doing just that for the rest of our lives.  
 
      
 
    ~The End  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Mistletoe Love Series  
 
    A Secret Baby for Christmas – Sadie King 
 
    Curvy Girl and the Grumpy Santa – Jessa Joy 
 
    Working for the Scrooge – Cameron Hart 
 
    Snowed in with the Grump – Fern Fraser 
 
    Unwrapping His Gift – Jenna Rose 
 
    Beauty and the Grump – Winters Travers 
 
    Screwing With The Scrooge – Shaw Hart 
 
    Scrooged all the Way – Mayra Statham 
 
    Mail Order Bride for the Scrooge – Ember Davis 
 
    Scrooge’s Curvy Neighbor – Loni Ree 
 
    The Taming of the Scrooge – Cassie Mint 
 
   

 

 Up Next… 
 
    [image: A person holding a pickaxe  Description automatically generated]
  
 
    Lucia
I work hard to make sure I’m ready to take over the family business, but it never seems to matter to my family as much as my relationship status. Now that I’m visiting them for Christmas, I feel like I’m caught between a rock and a hard place. You see, in a moment of panic, I told them that I was finally bringing someone home to meet them. The catch? I don’t actually have anyone to bring home! What am I going to do? Just find a random person in this little mountain town an hour or two away from the cabin they rented for the holiday? Could I ever be that lucky?

Matt
I wasn’t looking to do much with time I got off for the holiday. My job is physically demanding and the rest could do me good. And then I run into this young woman in the parking lot of a local coffee shop. It looks like she needs help, and I’m more than happy to assist. But when she asks if I’ll be her boyfriend for the weekend, I know I’m being given an opportunity I can’t refuse. A girl like Lucia would never give a guy like me a second look on a normal day, but I’m never going to tell a damsel in distress “no” when she needs help. How bad could this family she’s dreading to see be?
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    The Kingpin’s Obsession   
 
    Alice  
 
    I saw something I shouldn’t have, and my life is in danger.  
 
    The police won’t listen, and I have no choice but to seek help at Benedetti’s, a bar known for its criminal clientele. But I’m barely inside the door before a dark eyed devil drags me back out and demands to know why I’m there. I shouldn’t trust him, but I don’t have a choice when he’s the only one willing to help me.  
 
    Too late, I learn who he really is, and now I’m left to wonder… when this is all over, will he save my life only to break my heart? 
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