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			CHAPTER ONE

			JESSIE GRANGER HAD never been brave enough to go to the masked ball down in Mapleton. Well, ball was really stretching it. But it was what they called it. It was Christmastime, and everybody got a little antsy. A little sad maybe, a little drunk. And they liked to put on their fancy spurs, and some airs along with it, and pretend that Mapleton was some kind of big city.

			She had never seen the point of it. It was a meat market. A place to hook up. And anyway, the holidays made her sad.

			Her oldest brother did his best to make them not sad. Levi was a prince among men—if a bit too serious and a hell of a lot too overprotective. But she was twenty-three, and she was tired of being sad. And more than anything, maybe, she was tired of being alone. So she had put on the tightest dress that she had been able to find while still maintaining the ability to walk—and whether or not she was going to manage to keep her circulation going for the evening was iffy—a pair of high-heeled shoes unlike anything she’d ever worn before, a big, sparkly mask with feathers coming out of the top and a whole lot of red lipstick for good measure. Because well...it was kind of supposed to be a disguise.

			But only kind of.

			The problem with growing up in a town as small as Pyrite Falls was everybody knew who she was. And not only did everybody know who she was, they also knew who her older brothers were. And knew that they would kick their asses as soon as they looked at them if they were to fool around with her. She could have left Pyrite Falls, she supposed. But it just hadn’t seemed right ever.

			She was worried that Levi needed her—though he would swear up and down that he didn’t. But her oldest brother had raised her and her siblings after their parents’ deaths, and she could see how that had taken over his life. She worried he didn’t have anything without them.

			He swore up and down he was fine, but she just didn’t believe him.

			But there just wasn’t...anything there. But there was Mapleton, the town over, where at least some things might be possible. And tonight she wanted to have the experience of walking into a room without everybody knowing who she was. Tonight she wanted to feel beautiful. Like a woman. Maybe she was looking for a Christmas miracle.

			Maybe you just want to lose your virginity.

			Whatever. Either way, she was feeling good.

			When she had put on the short red dress that she had ordered online, she’d been surprised by how good her body looked in it. She was accustomed to seeing herself in baggy T-shirts and high-waisted jeans. The kind that gave a girl that particular Wrangler butt that some men liked, but in her experience men ignored her. Maybe it was the long, baggy T-shirts. But she’d been uncomfortable about her abundance of curves since she was a kid, and she preferred to wander around looking spherical rather than displaying the rather extreme hourglass she had.

			But when she had put the dress on... Well, she felt like a different person. She felt like the kind of person who could do...damn well anything. The mask really helped. Because the mask made her feel like someone else entirely.

			For the first time—especially since her crushing rejection two years ago—she felt beautiful.

			The parking lot of the Evergreen ballroom was full. Normally, it was a place that hosted line dancing lessons, West Coast swing and the odd concert and special dinner. But once a year, she had been told, it was transformed.

			She got out of the truck and crossed the gravel lot, and was surprised to find out there was a small line at the door. The women were wearing masks, and over-the-top dresses, though few men were decked out quite as grandly. Though they all had on masks, of varying degrees of severity, and definitely not the way the women did.

			She bought her ticket at the door and got her hand stamped, and was ushered inside, where the whole space had been absolutely transformed. There were twisted trees covered in white Christmas lights all over the place, with blue light creating the feeling of a winter wonderland.

			There was a dance floor, tables with champagne and appetizers. She was genuinely impressed. She hadn’t actually thought anything in this area could be half so nice.

			She was handed a glass of champagne and she smiled, taking a sip. She already felt like somebody else. Like she was somewhere else. And all right, it was just about forty-five minutes from home. And if Levi knew what she was up to he would probably have a coronary. But she would only have two glasses of champagne, and she would make sure to do it hours before she went home. She would be safe.

			There was a giddy feeling in her stomach as she looked around. There were good-looking men everywhere, though most of them seemed to be attached.

			But there was one man, standing in the corner, wearing all black. From head to toe. His mask was more like Zorro, bandit style, covering his eyes and most of his nose. His mouth was set into a grim line, his jaw square and arresting, even from where she stood across the room. He was big, broad shouldered, and he looked... Well, he looked kind of mean. He definitely didn’t look like he was excited to be there. But she found she couldn’t look away.

			She imagined walking over to him. Imagined starting some kind of conversation. What would she even say?

			Don’t imagine. You’re wearing a mask. You’re dressed up.

			Yes. She was. And for a moment she stopped, tried to see if there was maybe someone else. Somebody a little less dangerous. Somebody maybe a little bit less...everything.

			Why are you here? Anyway. There’s no guarantee anything will happen. But if it was going to... Why not make it a fantasy?

			Yes. This was her chance to escape.

			She didn’t know why, but this year the approaching holidays had felt like a noose tightening around her neck. Like the grief of everything—the loss of their parents back when they’d been kids—had only gotten worse, instead of better. Like the passage of time made her miss her mother more than she ever had before. Made her miss her father’s warmth and wisdom.

			Their mother had been sick for several years before her death. Cancer that had just come back and back and back until she hadn’t been able to fight anymore.

			It had been devastating, and to a small child, as shocking as anything, because she hadn’t fully been able to wrap her head around how sick her mother was. But the real shock had been her dad. Nine months later. A heart attack that had killed him right out where he was working on the ranch, and had killed him fairly instantly.

			She felt like they had to be cursed. Like there had to be something wrong with them, because how could that happen to them?

			They had been such a happy family. And it had been up to Levi to take care of all the kids in the aftermath. And her oldest brother had.

			So she had never wanted to say anything to him about just how difficult this time of year was.

			But it was what had driven her here. What had made it feel unbearable now. Maybe it was that all of them were finally adults. Maybe it was Camilla’s leaving to go to college. That probably wasn’t helping. She didn’t like endings. She didn’t like change. Because she had lived through too much of it.

			And so she would be bold. Because she wasn’t here to be timid. At the end of all things, she was not here to be timid.

			“Hi there,” she said, making her voice a little lower, a little huskier.

			The man looked her over, and she couldn’t read his expression. His eyes were shaded by the black cowboy hat, his features obscured by the mask. The dark stubble of his beard made him look dangerous.

			Her heart beat harder. Faster.

			“Are you here all by yourself?” she asked.

			His head tilted to the side. “Yes.” And then she noticed. Noticed the way he looked at her body. And she felt a little bit of a thrill. She didn’t think a man had ever looked at her body. Not like that. Slow and lazy, and interested. But then, she usually covered herself so that it wouldn’t happen. So she sort of made her own invisibility cloak with those T-shirts.

			“You?”

			“Yes. I came alone.”

			“Surprising.”

			“I figured it was best to come alone since I didn’t aim to leave alone.”

			Her own words made her tremble. She’d tried to proposition a man one other time in her whole life and it had not gone well.

			He had, in fact, disappeared after.

			Not that his leaving town for two years was directly connected to her, but it felt like it.

			And it stung.

			She’d had one serious crush in all of her existence. A long, enduring, crushing crush, fitting of the title because it made her feel like the air was being pressed from her body whenever he was around.

			And when she thought of Damien Prince she... Well. It made her wish she were dead. Because she had wandered around mooning after him for most of her life. And he had never noticed her. Not once.

			She’d checked.

			Little girl, this is above your pay grade, believe me.

			Bastard.

			He didn’t know what she wanted. She didn’t believe in romance, anyway. She just thought he was hot.

			The world had taken too much out of her to believe in fairy-tale endings.

			When things were good, she knew they couldn’t last.

			The other shoe would always drop.

			His thinking she was young and naive...it was offensive.

			She didn’t need to be thinking about him, anyway.

			She hadn’t even seen him in almost two years. He’d started some wine business up north. She had cried when he’d gone. Twenty-one years old and she’d been crying about a man who’d never seen her as anything other than a little sister. It was humiliating. But this wasn’t humiliating. This was exciting. Electrifying.

			Healing, even.

			“I take your meaning just fine,” he said.

			“Do you want to... To dance?”

			Because the woman she was tonight wanted to dance.

			And the woman she was tonight didn’t care if this mystery man turned her down. Sure. She would be disappointed. But she would find somebody else. She wasn’t going to let it be singular or anything like that.

			“If that’s what you want.”

			He pushed back from the wall, and suddenly he was walking toward her. So tall, even in the shoes she was wearing. It made her dizzy to look up at him.

			But they went out to the dance floor, and he pulled her into his arms. And she had never felt so... So delicate. So exquisitely aware of every part of her body as he pressed her against the hardness of his muscular form. She didn’t know how long they danced for. Maybe fifteen minutes. Maybe two hours. Everything started to lose meaning. And she only had that couple sips of champagne.

			It was like they were the only two people. And she couldn’t see his face. But they couldn’t see each other. They couldn’t. Because it had to be like this. This fantasy. Where she was brave, and maybe a bit seductive, and not just Jessie, who was little more than Levi Granger’s sister.

			She didn’t want to lose her grip on this moment. She didn’t want reality. Not even a little bit. She needed the fantasy.

			But then he kissed her. She’d never been kissed before. And it was like fire igniting her body. Igniting her veins.

			And she was afraid. Afraid that now his mouth had touched hers she wouldn’t be able to stop kissing him. This man whose face she couldn’t even see.

			His beard was scratchy, and she loved it. She had never liked the look of a beard on a man before. And it really only added to how little she could see of his features, but she loved it all the same.

			She pressed her body against his, melting into him.

			And she could feel him getting hard, ready against her pelvis. “Come here,” he said.

			He took her hand and led her off the dance floor, out the door at the back of the room.

			And then he pulled her into a very small storage room, closing the door behind them and propping a mop just under it to keep the door from being openable.

			And then he was back to kissing her. Hard and deep.

			She started to undo the buttons on his shirt, without even really thinking. This wasn’t her. And not only was it not her, it was well above her level of experience.

			She had thought to come to lose her virginity, but she certainly hadn’t thought about doing it in a storage room, where there wasn’t even a bed.

			But she was past thinking. She pushed her hands beneath the fabric of his shirt, felt his muscles. Felt his chest.

			And then she found herself being pushed back against the wall.

			He kissed her neck, and she shivered. And then he pulled the top of her dress down, revealing the red lace bra she had on underneath, a bra that barely covered anything. “You’re beautiful,” he said, the awe in his voice giving her the strength to push on.

			He pushed the bra cups out of the way and bared her breasts to him. He groaned, and suddenly big, rough hands moved up to cup her, his thumbs sliding over her nipples. And she let her head fall back as she gasped.

			“Yes,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

			And then he was kissing her again, from her mouth, down her collarbone, to her breast, taking a nipple deep into his mouth.

			And at the same time, his hands worked their way up her dress, between her legs. His fingers were stroking her, over the matching red underwear she had on, before he pushed them beneath the waistband, began to stroke her slick flesh in earnest. This man, the stranger, was touching her. And she thought she might die of pleasure.

			And she thought dimly, it was the strangest thing, that for most of her life she had imagined that she could never want a man other than Damien Prince. And here she was, coming apart under the expert hands of a man whose face she’d never even seen.

			It gave her hope, really. It gave her a lot of hope.

			But right now it was about to give her an orgasm, and she couldn’t think anymore.

			Suddenly, he pushed two fingers up inside her, and she cried out her pleasure, desire raining down inside her like a storm.

			Her hands were greedy at his belt buckle, clumsy and uncertain of what might happen next. But she managed to free his stiff arousal, and wrapped her hand around his heat. He was big. But then, she didn’t really have anything for comparison. All she knew was that it was bigger than she expected. She had the vague feeling of being on a runaway train. She didn’t know what she was doing. And she couldn’t stop.

			It was like her innocence was acting to make it even more impossible to deny. Not as a barrier. Because she just needed to know what happened next. She needed to know.

			He moved his hand down her thigh, gripped her leg and pulled it up around his waist, and then she felt the blunt head of his arousal testing the entrance to her body. She was powerless to do anything but roll her hips forward and accept the invasion. She was too hungry for it to do anything else. Too desperate for pleasure to be afraid of the pain.

			And it did hurt. A cry was wrenched from her lips, and suddenly, his gaze met hers, fierce and almost angry.

			“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m fine.” She put her hand flat on his chest and felt his heartbeat raging there, and then she kissed him. And he didn’t resist anymore. He pumped deep inside her, and she was lost in the rhythm. Lost in the pleasure.

			Then he lowered his head and bit the side of her neck, and her whole body spasmed, her climax shocking her, even as he found his own on a hard growl.

			And suddenly she realized, she had just lost her virginity in a storage room two days before Christmas. She had just lost her mind. Utterly and completely. And all the boldness she had felt only moments before transformed into shame. How could it be anything else? Sickly, awful shame.

			Tears filled her eyes, and she did her best to blink them back as she pushed away from him, and tripped on her shoes.

			She started to fumble at the mop, trying to get it out from the door.

			“Are you okay?” He didn’t sound like the dangerous outlaw of moments before. He sounded concerned.

			“I’m fine,” she said.

			“If you hadn’t done that before...”

			“I have to go,” she said.

			And she managed to right her clothing just as she wrenched the door open. She stumbled out into the hall, and saw an exit. Right out the back. It should be easy to take that, and go to the side where she had parked her truck. She ran down the hall, and he wasn’t right behind her. Probably because he was still mostly naked. Her shoe came off, but she kept on running.

			And then she went outside and ran to the left. She got in her pickup and jammed the key into the ignition, starting it as quickly as possible. And when she turned to look, she saw him. Standing there, his shirt still open, her shoe in his hand. Then she put the car in Reverse and went straight out to the highway. And she did not look in her rearview mirror.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			HE HAD THE mother of all hangovers when he woke up the next morning. But Damien Prince had a feeling it wasn’t strictly from alcohol. He had a high tolerance for alcohol, and anyway, working in the wine industry, it didn’t excite him all that much. Alcohol was a professional hazard, and it was about refining and tasting, more than anything else. It was the woman. Whatever the hell that had been. He didn’t... He didn’t do shit like that. Not anymore. He was in his midthirties. He didn’t screw women in storage rooms, much less take their virginity.

			No. She could not have been a virgin. Except she’d acted like his thrusting into her hurt. And then she’d run away.

			He rolled out of bed, in the small cabin he was staying in on his friend Levi’s property. It was nice of his friend to invite him to stay for Christmas. It had been a last-minute thing. He’d called Levi on his way to last night’s event, and Levi had said he ought to bunk with them, and it hadn’t sounded half-bad, all things considered.

			There was nothing for him to go home to, after all.

			So he’d accepted the offer to come to the cabin after the event was over and stay through Christmas.

			He hadn’t been back to Pyrite Falls for two years. With good reason. A reason he didn’t like to think about. A reason he sure as hell didn’t want to think about with the mystery brunette’s flavor still in his mouth.

			He kept the shoe. That was dumb. He rolled out of bed, bare-ass naked, and went over to the table where he’d set it down. A sparkly, slip-on high heel that looked completely and totally impractical. And yet... She’d done things to him that no woman had done in a long damned time. His phone vibrated. He looked down at it, where it was sitting on the nightstand, and saw that he had a message from Levi.

			Coffee’s on.

			Damn him and his rancher hours. Of course Levi kept rancher hours. Damien might have a vineyard now, but he was still a cowboy. In his soul, he always would be. It was why he was expanding to buy a property here in Four Corners. More land, not just for wine, but for animals. And anyway, Four Corners was home. No matter how long he’d been away. He got dressed and opened the door to the house. It was dim inside, and there was a collection of shoes by the front door. He started to kick his boots off, and then Levi came through from the kitchen.

			“Hey,” he said.

			“Hey.”

			“Did the thing go well last night?”

			“Yeah,” he grunted. He walked away from the entry, and toward the kitchen. Toward the coffeepot.

			“Must’ve been a late one.”

			“Those things always are.” His friend poured him a cup of coffee and Damien nodded his thanks.

			“You ever get tired of all the schmoozing you have to do for the wine industry?”

			“Like your job doesn’t require you to schmooze. It’s not like beef isn’t the same sort of business at the end of the day.”

			“Fair. But still... I prefer beef people to wine people.”

			“It’s not about people. It’s about the land,” said Damien. And that much he meant.

			“It’s been too long.”

			“Yeah, it has.”

			He took a sip of the coffee and turned away from the kitchen, facing the entry door again. And something caught his eye. One of the discarded shoes. All sparkly and impractical. A slip-on.

			Holy fuck. There was no way. There was no damned way that he had run away from her. That he had run away from her and...

			He heard a thump on the stairs. And he knew. Without even looking, he damn well knew.

			He looked up, and there she was, a tumble of brown curls, but wearing the kind of baggy shirt he expected from her.

			“Good morning, Jessie,” he said.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			JESSIE WAS STILL HALF-ASLEEP. Jessie was half-convinced that she was dreaming. Actually, Jessie was pretty sure that she had been dreaming since about the middle of the day yesterday, because there was no way... There was no way that she had... And there was really no way...

			Because there was Damien Prince. Standing in her house. Well. Her brother’s house. And he was...everything she remembered except...he had a beard. He had not had a beard when he had left two years ago.

			Something like panic burst in her stomach. It couldn’t be. It could not be. Except he looked up at her, and their eyes connected. And she knew.

			Last night she’d lost her virginity to Damien Prince. Oh, shit. She actually lived her teenage fantasy, and she hadn’t even realized she was doing it.

			Did you not, though?

			She thought of how quickly she’d come apart under his hands. How greedy she’d been for him. How... Did he know?

			His eyes flicked over to the corner, and she saw her shoe. Her damn shoe. And then he looked back up at her. He knew. He knew. Lord in heaven, he knew, and her brother was standing right there.

			Oh, no. This was... It was impossible.

			“Where were you last night?” Levi asked.

			Oh, great. Leave it to her brother to make it weird. To make it impossible.

			“I was nowhere,” she said. “What I mean is... I was here.”

			Levi made a face. “You were not here. I looked for you. Anyway, I heard you stumbling around at midnight, so I know you got in late.”

			“I just went to Smokey’s,” she lied, hoping he wouldn’t actually ask anyone if she’d been seen at the local tavern, since she absolutely hadn’t been there.

			“Really?” He narrowed his eyes over the top of his coffee cup.

			“Yes,” she said. “Really. I went to Smokey’s. There’s no law against that.”

			He frowned. “If I recall correctly, there used to be.”

			“Yes,” she said flatly. “It was called me being under twenty-one. Which you may recall I’m not anymore.”

			“Yeah. Yeah.”

			It was difficult to maintain the casual conversation—which was also a lie—with her brother, when she was so extremely conscious of the way Damien was looking at her. So incredibly aware. And she wanted to run away. Or crawl out of her skin. But she felt like neither one of those things was a great option, all things considered.

			“I’ve got to head out,” Levi said. “The cows will not feed themselves. You coming out with me, Prince? Or are you soft?”

			“I’m not soft,” he said. “But it’s not my ranch, and I had a late night. I’ll meet you out there in a bit.”

			He sounded so casual. There was absolutely no weight to those words. Not a bit of heaviness. And that almost made it more ominous.

			She couldn’t guess what he was going to do or say or...

			“Suit yourself. See y’all later.” Levi drank the last of his coffee down, and nodded once before heading out the door. And that just left her and Damien.

			“You were not at Smokey’s last night.”

			Of course not. But she didn’t want him to know that. Or at least, she didn’t want to admit it. She wanted to make him question what he suspected.

			“Sure I was,” she said, her throat getting tight.

			“Jessie,” he said. “Did you know it was me?”

			Well. That was direct.

			She froze; that place between her legs was throbbing when she looked at him. She had always felt perfectly safe around Damien. Actually, to the point where it was sort of infuriating. She’d always thought he was beautiful, and she wanted to feel a little bit...like something had happened between them. But of course, he had never acted like that was a possibility. And the one time... Well. He rebuffed her pretty soundly two years ago. And her maneuver had been clumsy, and not even all that overt. But now... Now she could feel possibility between them. Because she’d had sex with him. That made her feel dizzy. Unsteady.

			“I don’t... I didn’t... No. I didn’t.”

			“You didn’t?”

			“For heaven’s sake, Damien,” she said, calling on all the spirit her brother had raised her with. “No, I didn’t know it was you. Don’t flatter yourself. I was there to have a good time. That’s all.”

			“You’ve changed that much in the last two years?”

			“People change. You grew a beard.”

			He reached up and touched his cheek. “So I did. Is that why you didn’t know it was me?”

			“Why didn’t you know it was me?” she countered.

			“Because,” he said, and she knew by how flat and matter-of-fact his voice was when he said that word, that she was not going to like any of the words that came out of his mouth next. “I’ve never seen you with your tits out quite like that. Or on display to that degree. You normally dress like you’re trying to flatter a snowman shape.”

			“What exactly are you saying?”

			He gritted his teeth. “You looked different. You don’t normally dress hot.”

			“Well, I was trying to dress to get a man. And you’re all basic assholes, so there’s only one way to do that. Anyway. Like I said. You’ve been gone. You don’t know.”

			“You hadn’t done that before.”

			“Sure I had. Do you honestly think that I went out and had my first time in a broom closet with a stranger?”

			You did, though. You did. And even worse, it turned out it wasn’t a stranger. It’s just Damien. And you have to deal with the consequences.

			“What the hell game are you playing?”

			“What were you playing? Don’t pretend that you weren’t there to have sex.”

			“I wasn’t,” he said, his voice flat. “I was there because I sponsored the event with my wine. I’m trying to expand business. That’s it.”

			Everything in her went hot. “But you knew right where to go to the storage closet. And you sure weren’t hesitant.”

			“Fine. No. I wasn’t going to question a beautiful woman setting her sights on me. Okay?”

			Beautiful. He thought she was beautiful. That, she knew, was beside the point, but she kind of enjoyed the moment.

			“Well, why is my moral character being called into question when you got into the exact same thing?”

			“You said you didn’t want to leave alone.”

			“All right. Maybe I thought... I just thought that...” She didn’t want to tell him that she had seen him and had immediately wanted him so badly that all her inhibitions went out the window.

			He walked closer to the foot of the stairs, went over to the doorway and picked up her shoe. “I have the other one.”

			“I know,” she said. Then she shook her head. “I mean. I don’t know. I... I did see you with it.”

			“Did I hurt you last night?”

			“No. You didn’t hurt me. I wasn’t hurt. I... I was embarrassed. Because of this. Look how you’re reacting. But I have just as much right to question your behavior as you do mine. It’s either that or neither of us have a right, because we were both there.”

			“You didn’t know it was me.”

			“Why do you care?”

			“Because I said no to you, Jessie. You know that.”

			That hurt. And it made her feel guilty, even though she shouldn’t. It hurt her, even if she shouldn’t let it.

			“Because you didn’t want me?” she asked, pushing through the jagged pain that had risen up in her chest.

			He looked away, and if it wasn’t for the never-ending, abiding horror roiling in her stomach, she might’ve felt satisfied. Maybe that wasn’t why he’d said no. Maybe it wasn’t.

			Just imagining that night two years ago hurt.

			She’d really thought...

			Damien was her favorite person in the world, and she’d been in love with him since she was knee high to a grasshopper.

			She could remember when she’d thought he might feel the same.

			At her twentieth birthday party he’d swept some frosting up off her cake with his forefinger and had gone to brush it on her face, and she’d...

			It was embarrassing now.

			But she’d caught his finger in her mouth instead and licked it, sucked his finger into her mouth. It had seemed like a funny idea in the split second between when she’d decided to do it and when she’d actually done it.

			Then her tongue had touched his skin, fire had risen up in his eyes and something had gone so tight in her stomach she could barely breathe. And it hadn’t seemed funny at all.

			No one in her family had noticed that she and Damien had been caught up in an explosion.

			So she’d thought maybe...maybe.

			And it had taken her more than a full year after that to try and kiss him.

			But he’d rejected her.

			Hey, kiddo. Come on now. You don’t want to do that.

			He’d practically laughed.

			Little girl, this is above your pay grade, believe me. You want romance, and that’s not what you’d ever get from me.

			“Believe me. After the last time we saw each other, I hadn’t given you another thought. And I don’t need to give you another thought now.”

			She moved up the stairs, and he caught her arm. And she... She felt like she was in danger of catching fire again. He was so close, and of course it was Damien. She felt like an idiot now. She’d been relieved, thinking that maybe... Maybe she wasn’t hopeless for him. Maybe she wasn’t a lost cause. But it was worse than that. She had walked into a room full of people wearing masks, and had zeroed in on her humiliating childhood crush, and he had been the only one she’d wanted. The only one she’d seen.

			He smelled familiar. And she didn’t know if that was from last night, or from all the years. She wanted to bury her face in his neck, breathe him in. She wanted to touch him again.

			But she pulled away instead.

			“I’m staying for Christmas.” He released his hold on her.

			“What?”

			“Yeah. I’m down here looking at a piece of property, and Levi invited me.”

			“Oh, shit,” she said.

			“You’re a pretty girl with a dirty mouth. Anybody ever tell you that?”

			Her lips twitched. “You’re a dirty boy with a pretty mouth. Did anybody tell you that?”

			But that felt far too charged of a thing to say, and she regretted it the minute the words left her mouth.

			Anyway. Pretty was the wrong word for any part of him. He was far too masculine for such a word. She was just grasping at straws. At the fences.

			“Watch it.”

			“So what? It doesn’t matter? You don’t want me. It’s not going to be any challenge for you to make it through Christmas without jumping me again.”

			Something in his eyes went flat. “Just so we’re clear. I can’t offer you anything.”

			“I didn’t ask you for anything.”

			“You should’ve told me you were a virgin.”

			“I didn’t even tell you my name. Why would I tell you that?”

			“Because I didn’t go slow enough, or make sure I didn’t hurt you. It would have been fine if you were more experienced, but you aren’t. I wish I would have known.”

			“That’s the risk you take, Damien. When you have sex with strange women that you don’t know.”

			And suddenly, the reality of all that expanded between them. Sizzled. She couldn’t breathe. She was feeling warm. Far too warm. Oh, she wished she weren’t. She really wished that she could draw a line underneath Damien Prince. She had given him her virginity; wasn’t it enough? Couldn’t that be it?

			Apparently not. Apparently, it still...sizzled.

			One thing was sure, though; this changed things. She’d been humiliated when he’d rejected her. Thinking that she’d imagined the heat between them that day over her birthday cake, that her fantasies had all been one-sided.

			They weren’t now.

			He’d seen her naked, more or less, and she’d seen... Well, she’d been intimate with him. She’d felt him lose it. With her. In her.

			That made her feel a lot more powerful.

			She felt herself being drawn toward him. She took one step forward.

			Suddenly, the door burst open, and in came Levi, stepping between herself and Damien. “Holy shit,” he said.

			Both she and Damien jumped back like scalded cats, and she had a feeling their guilt was written all over their faces. “What?” they both asked at the same time.

			“Dylan is coming back.”

			Dylan, the second oldest Granger, had been deployed for nearly eighteen months.

			“He is?”

			“Yep. For Christmas,” Levi said.

			“No way,” she said.

			“Yeah, he’s on his way back now. He’s in Germany.”

			“Back for Christmas,” she said.

			She looked around the house, at the dearth of decorations. They really hadn’t...done anything.

			The holidays were weird.

			“What?” Levi asked.

			“We haven’t seen him in so long. It just seems like...he should have a Christmas to come back to.”

			“That’s true,” Levi said. “I’ve got... I got a hell of a lot of work here on the ranch...”

			“I can help,” Damien said. “I actually love Christmas.”

			She turned to him. “You do?”

			“Hell yeah,” said Damien. “It was always a big deal in my family.”

			He got a little bit gruff then. And she felt... She felt bad. Because she knew that Damien’s mother had passed away about nine months ago, but she hadn’t really known her all that well, and... The thing was, both of her parents were dead. So that sort of thing often just felt like a sad fact of life. But now she realized he would be headed into the first Christmas since losing his mother. She had left Pyrite Falls when he did, moving with him. And he had certainly been taking care of her.

			She had been a single mother for as long as they had known Damien. Which was a pretty long time.

			“Well, hey, if you don’t mind. We have Christmas decorations around here somewhere. And you’re welcome to cut a tree off the property.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Jessie will help,” Levi said.

			And Jessie felt tension creep up her spine.

			“For all you know, I’m busy,” said Jessie.

			“What the hell would you be busy with? The work I gave you to do?”

			“You’re such an ass, Levi,” she said.

			“But I’m a correct ass.”

			“Get dressed,” Damien said.

			And something about that scraped along her skin. Well. She knew exactly what it was. It was the fact that last night she had been entirely undressed in front of him.

			But she didn’t want Levi to see that. Didn’t want her brother to get wind of anything.

			So she simply turned on her heel and ran back upstairs. And in her mind, she saw him standing there, holding her shoe.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			WELL, THIS WAS a fucking treat. He had screwed his best friend’s younger sister. The same younger sister he’d been running from two years ago.

			Yeah. He had tried for a while to reframe that. But the fact was... When she had leaned up against him, twenty-one years old and too pretty for her own good, in spite of how she tried to hide her assets underneath baggy T-shirts, she was clearly a beautiful woman.

			Hell, he’d known it since her twentieth birthday, when he’d tried to do some childish older-brother nonsense, going to wipe frosting on her face, and she’d caught his finger in her mouth and...

			Shit, he’d felt that all the way down to his dick and he’d wished he could unfeel that, but he couldn’t.

			She’d obsessed over him after that.

			A year later she’d tried to kiss him.

			He’d done the right thing. He had turned away from temptation. And the best thing was, he hadn’t let her know she was one.

			If she ever touched him...there would be no in-between. It would be forever, or an explosion that would destroy them all.

			He wasn’t going to risk it.

			And then last night, when that woman in red had walked into the party, he felt like he’d been slugged in the gut. He hadn’t known quite what had drawn him to her. It was clear now. He was responding to old chemistry. Dammit. So now he had taken his best friend’s little sister’s virginity, in about the sleaziest way possible, and all that was left to do was plan a Christmas party with her.

			While the ghost of Christmas past dogged his heels. Fantastic. Fan-fucking-tastic.

			“I’m ready,” Jessie said, stomping back down the stairs, a black beanie over her brown hair, so low it covered her eyebrows. She was wearing a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of baggy camo pants.

			And she was still sexy as hell because he knew what was underneath them now. She looked adorable. He hated that. He hated that quite a lot.

			“Great. Let’s get a move on.”

			They walked outside, and the ground was blanketed with snow. With that snow everywhere it just seemed harsh. Bright. Last night everything had been gauzy. Possible. And today in the broad cold snow and its reflected white light there was no hiding from what he’d done to Jessie Granger.

			“How are you doing?”

			“Oh, just fine,” he said. “Contemplating all the ways that Levi might kill me.”

			“That isn’t what I meant,” she said. “I mean... I know your mom died. Sorry.”

			“Yeah,” he said, swallowing. “Me, too.”

			He’d gotten pretty okay talking about it. It had happened. His mom, who had taken care of him, raised him all on her own, whom he had started to take care of in her later years, whom he loved, was gone. She wasn’t going to make him enchiladas anymore. She wasn’t going to ask him if he was working too hard. And he would’ve said no. No matter whether he was working too hard or not. He would never have changed his behavior. But she would have asked.

			And it would’ve been good. Sometimes it hit him. That he really couldn’t call her anymore. That she wasn’t just down the hall. That nobody would ever care for him again the way that she had.

			But most of the time, he was all right.

			“I feel like I should’ve said something sooner.”

			“Oh, you mean when we were realizing that we had sex with each other? Because the fact that you didn’t make me think of my mother right around that time is actually all right with me.”

			She snorted, and then clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

			“No,” he said. “If you can’t laugh about it, what’s the point of living through it? And by that I mean my mother’s death and the fact that I screwed you.”

			“Levi doesn’t need to know,” she said. He took a big step over a fallen log, and stopped and watched as Jessie scrambled over the same one. “There’s no reason to tell him.”

			“Sure,” he said, gritting his teeth. “We need to swing by my place.”

			“Your place?” she asked.

			“I just mean the cabin I’m staying in. There’s an axe inside, and we’re going to need it to cut down the tree.”

			“Oh. Good point.”

			The little cabin came into view, and he marched right in and grabbed the hatchet from the front room. And when he came out, she was standing about twenty-five feet from the entry, her arms wrapped around herself, her little nose cherry red. She was just so damned cute. And that was the problem. He’d thought that way back when, and he thought it now. And he was too old for her. Too jaded for her. Too everything for her.

			But you had her now.

			True. But he hadn’t known it.

			Like that makes it better. It makes you a bigger ass, actually.

			His self-awareness could take a hike as far as he was concerned.

			“You look like you’re afraid I’m going to bite you.”

			She laughed. It was a strange and almost frantic sound. “To be honest,” she said, “I’m actually slightly more afraid that I’ll bite you.”

			“Don’t be so honest, Jessie.”

			Her words caused a kick of lust to hit him in the stomach.

			“Why not? You’ve seen me naked. What’s the point of lying?”

			“For sanity,” he returned.

			They continued walking through the snow, with Jessie shambling behind him, taking two steps to keep up to his one.

			And there he saw it. A big, glorious pine tree. Exactly the kind that his mother would’ve loved. And that mattered. It just did. Because he wasn’t in his own place for Christmas.

			“I like this one,” he said.

			She stood back, wrinkling her cherry-red nose. “I mean... It’s okay.”

			“What’s the matter?”

			“I’m not a huge fan of Christmas.”

			“The girl who was at the masquerade ball last night is not a huge fan of Christmas.”

			“No.”

			“So why throw a big Christmas for Dylan?”

			“I don’t know. I guess it’s the thing we do. We perform for each other.”

			“Why?”

			“Because what else is there to do? We care about each other. And so sometimes that means going through the motions even when it’s not easy.”

			“What, just in case one of you likes Christmas?”

			“I dunno. But what I do know is that my brother has been deployed through two Christmases. And I think that he should have something special for when he gets home.”

			“That’s awfully nice of you.”

			“Well. We are all each other has.”

			He related to that a little better than he would like to. Except for him... It had been him and his mom.

			“Yeah.”

			He swung the hatchet decisively, and took a big chunk out of the tree. Then he swung it again, and again. And let it fall where it was.

			“I’ll help carry it,” she said.

			He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “I’m good.”

			He picked it up by the center of the trunk and hefted it up over his shoulder, letting the tip drag as they walked back through the snowy splendor.

			He could hear her feet crunching in the snow behind him, and it was just the damnedest thing that he was so physically aware of her. But it wasn’t new. Jessie had been a problem. And as far as he was concerned, relationships were too valuable for him to screw them up.

			Levi had always felt like a brother to him. And he knew Levi had enough brothers, so his friend didn’t necessarily feel the same, but Damien didn’t have any. And growing up, a fatherless child in a very small town, Levi had been a buffer between him and a whole lot of judgment.

			He could remember clearly when Levi’s parents had died. He’d been seventeen, Levi had been eighteen. He’d done his level best to be there for his friend.

			But it was tough. And now... The empathy that he felt was pretty off the charts.

			It had been such an abstract thing to him then. And he had thought of it more in terms of how Levi was supposed to care for all those siblings. But now he wondered how the hell his friend had weathered losing two people who mattered as much as his mother did, in such a short span of time. And taken all that responsibility on board on top of it.

			They arrived back at the main house, and he left the Christmas tree propped up against the wall outside.

			“Do you know where the decorations are?”

			“Well, it might take a trip to the attic. But I think we can find them.”

			“Lead the way.”

			She did, up the stairs, and to a spot in a hallway with wood paneling that was a slightly different color than the rest of the ceiling. She reached up, but her fingertips fell immediately short of taking hold of anything.

			“What was your plan, Jessie?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, looking grumpy.

			“I’ve got it,” he said. “Lucky you that you had me around.”

			“Yeah. Well. It definitely makes a difference compared to the last couple of years.”

			He stopped for a moment, then reached up and found the rope that was stuffed up in a hole in the ceiling, and tugged down the little trapdoor. He could see a wooden ladder folded up that was likely attached to the opening. He grabbed the end and yanked it down. And when he turned to look at her, she was staring.

			“Do I need to answer that? I mean, answer for it? I had a business to build. I bought into a mature winery, because I didn’t want to sit around and wait for things to grow. Now I’m expanding, so I’m coming back.”

			And he realized that she did want a deeper answer than that. That she wanted more. She was looking at him with irritated expectancy.

			“That’s it,” he said.

			“You know, it just always felt like you left because of what I did.”

			“Oh, hell, Jessie. I did not uproot my entire life because you tried to kiss me.”

			Her cheeks turned scarlet, and she scrambled up the ladder ahead of him. He followed behind, more slowly. And he realized it was a mistake. Because for all the attic was dim, inhospitable and possibly filled with mice, it was also a small enclosed space. And the memory of the softness of Jessie’s skin, and the tightness of her body, made the idea of mice just not such a big deal.

			“I just felt... It felt like a pretty full-body rejection,” she said.

			“Well, it was,” he said. “Because Levi means the world to me. And you know what he would think if...”

			“I know. I guess I just thought that... I thought that we were something. Even if it wasn’t romantic. But you just left and you didn’t talk to me again.”

			And there was something unspoken in the way her eyes shone in the darkness of the room.

			It was like death. He knew it well. That wall of silence where a person had once been.

			“Right. But I’m still here,” he said.

			“But you weren’t. Not for me. And what you saw last night... That was me trying to move on. That was me trying... I was trying. I was trying this. I was trying to be better. To be easier. I was trying to put all that behind me. To lose my virginity. But it wasn’t with a stranger. It was with you. And you know how relieved I was, when I walked into that room? I saw a man standing up against the wall, and I wanted him. And I just thought...” Suddenly, her whole face went red again.

			“You just thought what, kiddo?”

			“I just thought that maybe you didn’t own my desire. I thought that maybe I could just want another man, and the reason I wanted you so much for so long was that you were there. You were around. That was it. But no. You, Damien Prince, were it. You were him. So now I’m back to square one. Well, I’m probably on square two. But it is still way closer to the beginning than I wanted to be. I wanted to vanquish my demons. But all I managed to vanquish was my hymen.”

			He winced. “Sorry about that,” he said.

			“Yeah. Yeah. I’m not. I knew what I was doing.”

			“Did you? Because it seems like here we are in the middle of a whole lot of unintended consequences. And I didn’t get the feeling that was the idea of this whole thing.”

			“Well. Maybe not. Maybe not... But I...”

			And suddenly, she was far too close to him. Smelling like lavender he suspected came from laundry detergent, and her skin, which he had never taken note of the smell of before, but now that it had been under his hands, under his mouth, he had opinions about it. And it was just there. So apparent.

			“Let’s look for the decorations,” she mumbled, moving past him and rummaging around.

			He saw two boxes. One labeled Memories. Another labeled Trauma. And there were sharp-toothed monsters drawn on it.

			“Who’s responsible for that?” he asked.

			“I think it was Camilla,” she said. “But I would not be surprised if Dylan had some involvement in that, too.”

			“And what’s in it?”

			“Like life insurance stuff? Medical records. Just all the shit that we kept because it was necessary to document certain things. But all related to the losses. So...”

			“Got it.”

			“Like you said. If you can’t laugh about it...”

			“What’s in the memories?”

			“Family photos. Some other things. I don’t look at them very often.”

			“Right.”

			“It really could all be labeled trauma. Let’s be honest.”

			“It’s tough.” He shrugged. “Not that I’m comparing. You were kids. It’s different.”

			She looked thoughtful for a second, and then moved quickly to the next stack of boxes, twisting and turning them to check the labels. “I don’t know that it is. We might need different things from our parents at different ages. But let’s face it. We need them. Loss is loss.”

			“That’s true.”

			“I’ve lost both of my parents.”

			“Hey. I managed to lose my dad before I ever found him.”

			“Right. Well. I guess what can you do but laugh about that, too?”

			“That’s fine with me. I don’t give a shit about my dad. He never wanted me. He didn’t take care of us. He doesn’t matter.”

			He felt a fierce regret at the center of his chest.

			If he had his dad, he wouldn’t be alone right now. So there was that.

			“Victory,” she said. “I have ornaments. And a tree stand. Oh, and there’s a tree skirt. And rolls of Christmas lights. And some of this is probably from 2003. So...”

			“Ancient,” he said, his tone dry.

			“Super ancient,” she said, grinning.

			He reached over to help her, and she grabbed the same spool of lights at the same time, and that brought her toward him, where she froze, only an inch of space between their faces.

			“Damien...” she whispered.

			“Let’s get this out of here,” he said, jerking away, and grabbing what looked to be the heaviest box, the tree stand and a spool of lights. He would figure out how the hell to get down the ladder with all of this in a minute.

			He just opted to jump down. But he needed to get the hell out of that attic with her.

			Otherwise, he was going to do something very stupid. Again.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			SHE STILL COULDN’T BREATHE. They had been so close up there and...the attraction really burned between them. But it was even worse. The conversation. Feeling like she...understood him.

			She had felt close to him before he left. Close enough that that wild summer night when they’d been the only two left at the bonfire that they’d been having in honor of them all being in one place, had seemed intimate.

			And it had seemed...like it was theirs. Like there was no reason she shouldn’t try for the things she wanted most. The thing she had wanted most when she was fifteen years old and had noticed that his muscles might just be the most perfect creation on the earth.

			Yeah. That.

			And as if on cue, he walked through the front door just then, holding the tree up on his shoulder, his forearms shifting as he moved, and she couldn’t help but stare at the way his biceps curled, bold.

			She’d touched all those muscles. But not enough to satisfy her. And she hadn’t known it was him.

			Did you not, though?

			Well. She hadn’t. And maybe there had been some thoughts of Damien. Maybe deep down she had known...something. But she hadn’t been able to openly, consciously enjoy his body.

			And you still don’t get to.

			Why not? The barrier to what happened two years ago was that he didn’t want Levi to be upset at him. And she’d been roaming around being hurt by him not wanting her all this time. But he had wanted her last night.

			Maybe he didn’t want her now. Maybe now that he knew, it didn’t matter that he’d seen her naked and wanted her then.

			Maybe just being her was enough to turn him off forever.

			She watched him set the tree down. She knew she was staring.

			“Help me with the lights,” he said.

			She did, and he took the end of it, beginning to wrap it around the large evergreen.

			“So. Do you still want me?”

			He froze. He arched one brow, looking at her with frosty eyes. “Why the hell would you ask that?”

			“Because I’m trying to get a gauge on this. Are you just... Is it me? Is it me? Am I fundamentally a turnoff? Is it because I’m in a baggy shirt? Is it just the me of it all? Because you only see me as a child, and only when I was a disembodied pair of tits could you get excited about me.”

			“Please don’t say anything like that to me ever again.”

			“It’s a valid question.”

			“We are in your living room. And Levi could walk in at any moment.”

			“So what? I don’t care what Levi thinks.”

			“Because Levi is your brother no matter what,” he said. “And Levi could go from being my friend to my enemy pretty damn quick. If you don’t think your brother would absolutely kick my ass for this, you don’t know him very well.”

			“He doesn’t own me,” she said.

			“No. He doesn’t.”

			“I bet if you quizzed him, he would think that I’d probably had sex already.”

			“Oh, I don’t doubt that. And I’m not suggesting that your brother thinks that you’re never gonna have sex. But I do think he figures his friend who is twelve years your senior is not the one doing the honors.”

			“What does it matter?”

			“I’ve known you since you were a kid. It matters because I’m supposed to protect you.”

			“Why? Because I’m a woman? That’s bullshit.”

			Him and his overprotective nonsense. He thought that he knew more because he’d had more sex than her?

			“It’s not bullshit,” he said.

			“The orgasm felt good. How was it harming me?”

			“Because you could get hurt. Because I knew what my limitations were, and what I was interested in and what I wasn’t.”

			“You’re making a lot of assumptions about me.”

			He rubbed his hand over his face, and he looked tired. “Am I wrong about them? Do you want a family, Jessie?”

			“I don’t know. I wanted you. I didn’t really think about what else there was.”

			She felt really stupid having said that.

			“Well, I was never headed toward family life. What I wanted was to build a business. That’s my focus.”

			“You’re assuming a hell of a lot about me. That I can’t just have sex for fun.”

			“I’m not sure if you can because—”

			And suddenly, they heard the front door open, and mutually froze.

			And heard footsteps.

			Then Jessie started to hurriedly run circles around the tree, wrapping the lights, as if demonstrating a little bit more progress might make it believable that they hadn’t just been talking about sex.

			And there was Levi, looking exhausted from the day.

			“Nice,” he said.

			“Yeah,” Damien practically grunted.

			“I was thinking maybe we could have pizza?”

			“Such a long drive,” Jessie said.

			“No. I order it, and have them deliver it to a friend of mine’s address that’s on the outskirts of the edge of where they deliver. And it cuts my drive time in half.”

			“That’s brilliant,” Damien said.

			“A country boy can survive,” Levi said. “I’ll put the order in, and be back in about an hour.”

			“Sure,” they both said.

			And then when Levi walked out, they were assured that they had the house to themselves for the next hour. And that suddenly felt weighted. And very, very dangerous. “We better make progress on these decorations,” she said.

			Yes. They would do decorations. As if every single one would be evidence of the fact that they hadn’t been lusting over each other. Or that she hadn’t been lusting over him.

			“I don’t find you unattractive,” he said, once they hung the last decoration on the tree. “But it doesn’t matter. Because the fact is, you’re you. And I’m me. I’ve already lost my family. I can’t lose you all, too.”

			Of all the things she’d expected, it hadn’t been that. And it made her feel...hopeless and sad, and deeply honored, all at once.

			It made her want to draw closer to him even as she knew he was trying to push her away.

			She just didn’t understand why Damien had to make her feel so much.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			LEVI ARRIVED WITH PIZZA, and by then, the youngest Granger, Camilla, was home, too.

			And he and Jessie had turned this house into a winter wonderland. As if it was evidence that they hadn’t been thinking about stripping each other’s clothes off. But that was all he’d been thinking about. The only thing. And he felt... Well, he felt a bit like the liar that he was. Both to her and to Levi.

			Because it had happened. That was the thing. And he knew why he had resisted two years ago. She had been twenty-one years old, and he’d been about to leave. He hadn’t wanted to take advantage of her. Her innocence, the fact that she’d had a girlhood crush on him. He hadn’t wanted to take advantage of any of that. She was too important to him. Not just Levi.

			But now... It had happened, and he was going over excuses that sounded more and more asinine the longer he tried to stick to them. But it was this. This family thing. Sitting around eating pizza together. It mattered. With the Christmas decorations all around him that he never would’ve had if it wasn’t for them.

			“Dylan is flying into Portland at like two in the morning,” Camilla said, reaching to the center of the table and pulling an olive off one of the pizzas.

			“Don’t do that,” said Jessie, slapping her sister on the hand. “Nobody wants your feral fingers all over their food.”

			“Jessie,” said Camilla, her tone measured. “If there is a ferality scale, you are far more at the robust end than I am.”

			And it was all this family shit. It just felt like a lot. Like something different than he’d experienced in his life, and it made him even more determined to protect it. This moment made him want to double down on what he already knew.

			But then he looked at Jessie, and he felt something inside himself rise up and roar. He wanted to protect her. And that was the problem. He didn’t see a way to have her and protect her, and protect this. She looked up across the pizza, her eyes caught his and he felt lightning go straight down to his gut.

			“I am not,” Jessie said. And he realized that she was talking to Camilla. But she was still looking at him.

			And here it was, Christmas Eve, and her brother would be here in the morning. And they would all gather and do the Christmas thing. And then Damien would go. He would go because it was what he had to do. He’d wrap things up on his own piece of land, and then he would go back up north. It would take some time for him to move down here. And then what? That was the question. Then what would happen?

			She was forbidden to him. And always had been. It hadn’t been a problem until recently. And that was why... That was why it had been easier to go. And coming back... She ended up right in his path.

			Well. There was one way that he could have this family, and protect her and have her.

			They finished eating and Jessie melted away, leaving him at the table with Levi.

			“So you’re really going to move back?”

			“At least on a part-time basis.”

			“It will be good to have you.”

			But there was weight to that, even if he and Levi would never really be able to acknowledge it. Levi had lost enough, and their friendship was important. Damien knew that. And right now... Sitting with his own loss, Damien felt like all this mattered more than it ever had.

			“You did good,” he said. “With everybody.”

			“Almost done,” he said. “Camilla is going off to college, and that’ll be that. Empty nest.”

			“Except for Jessie,” he said.

			“Yeah. I guess. Though, she’s an adult. I don’t ask for an accounting of her whereabouts. Jessie can do whatever she pleases.”

			He regarded his friend closely, not certain if there was something underneath his words or not. “Can she?”

			“I mean, within reason. But you know... I realize she went to that masquerade the other night. I realize that she came home and left one shoe sitting in the entryway.” He leaned back in his chair and made his focus level as he regarded Damien. “And I saw the other one down in the cabin you’re staying in.”

			“Shit,” Damien said.

			“And that response tells me you’re not really confused about how it got there.”

			“She didn’t leave it there,” he said. Because that was true.

			“How’d it get there?”

			“I... I had it.”

			“Right. So...”

			“Is this the part where you throw me out in the snow?”

			“No,” Levi said, rapping his knuckles on the table. “It’s not. Because God knows she’s not a kid. She’s not stupid. And she’s been in love with you since the dawn of time.”

			“If you knew that, why didn’t you say anything?”

			“Because I figured... I figured you didn’t feel the same. Anyway, it’s not really my ideal scenario. I don’t think my sister should necessarily be with somebody the same age as me who has never once acted like he wanted a commitment. But then I also figure...she’s gotta make her mistakes. And if she chose to be with you... Well. It’s her mistake.”

			“Maybe I’m not a mistake.”

			“Maybe,” Levi said. “I’m open to that.”

			“I don’t really know what to do with this conversation. I was expecting threats of violence.”

			“I’m only going to commit acts of violence if you get out of pocket. Like I said. Jessie is twenty-three years old. I don’t have shit to say about who she sleeps with. Never have and never will.”

			“Well,” Damien said, the words leaving his mouth before he could think better of them, “that’s because she’d never slept with anybody before.”

			His posture straightened slightly, and Damien saw a lick of fire in Levi’s eyes. And he could feel danger.

			“Well, that changes the complexity of things slightly.”

			“It’s complicated. And it’s probably not a story you want to hear.”

			“Oh, I guarantee you that I don’t. But what I wanted to make sure was... Don’t hold anything back on account of me. That’s it.”

			“Well, I was,” Damien said.

			“If being with her is something that you want, if it’s something that makes you happy...then be with her. I mean, assuming she wants to be with you.”

			“That’s the question,” Damien said.

			Levi’s blessing was the first step in being certain this wouldn’t ruin the only family he had left. He couldn’t control what Jessie would do.

			But he could change himself. Make real, firm decisions about what he wanted.

			He didn’t have any excuses left.

			He was the one who had to take this step.

			Jessie had done it first. Tried to kiss him. Been the honest one about the attraction between them.

			Now he was the one who had to take the risk.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			JESSIE WAS STANDING in front of the Christmas tree, staring up at the lights. She just... She ached. And she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. It was this season. Because it was so full of hope. Because every song promised that if you let your heart be light your troubles would be out of sight. Because the world acted as if Christmas was a giant antidepressant, when for her... Perhaps it was that. The glitter over the top of the darkness. It just didn’t seem to make it better. It often made it worse. And she had wanted to do something, to feel something, that would make that desperate weight go away, and all she’d done was stepped into a further complication.

			And then suddenly, she felt his presence behind her. And she knew it was him. Like she knew the snow was falling outside even though she couldn’t hear it. Knew it was him just like she knew that tomorrow, even when the sun lit up the world, and Dylan walked through the door, they would be together, but never really quite together.

			Because she knew that no matter how much glitter, there would always be darkness.

			She turned to face him. “What do you want?”

			“I want to talk to you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because. It’s Christmas Eve. And you were beginning to look a little bit sad over dinner.”

			“Christmas always makes me sad. That’s why I dressed up. And put all that makeup on and went to the masquerade.”

			“Because you wanted something to make you feel better?”

			“And another memory for Christmas.”

			“What’s your bad Christmas memory?”

			“It’s not really a bad memory. It’s just a bad feeling. Like it’s supposed to do something that it can’t. And that’s worse than every other time. Like a whole season of birthdays, but you don’t want to get another year older. Something like that. And it’s always being shouted at you. Relentlessly, in songs and movies and commercials, that it’s the season to be joyous. But it’s often when I miss my family the most. Often when I feel the biggest ache. Gratitude toward Levi, and pain over missing my parents. All of it. That’s the problem. It’s just... It’s just so hard.”

			“Hey,” he said. “I know.”

			“I know.”

			“Take a walk with me.”

			“It’s cold outside.”

			“I guess that’s like Christmas,” he said. “Because here we are, standing in front of the tree, but if we go outside it’s going to be cold. The snow is still there, even though it’s warm in here. Just like the glitter doesn’t take away the grief. It’s just there. Like it’s always been. Like it always will be. So you might as well walk in the snow. For a little bit.”

			“I’m not sure if that made no sense or...more sense than any damned Christmas carol I’ve heard.”

			“Let’s find out.”

			She looked around, checking for Levi. Damien didn’t seem to be concerned at all. He took her hand, and they went outside. The air was light and cold, sharp. White flakes tumbled down through the air, landing with absolute silence onto the snowpack that already surrounded them. It was dark, except for the moon, which shone valiantly through a hole in the clouds. Now that she was thinking of it all like a metaphor, she really couldn’t unsee it that way. It was just all there. All the time. A fire inside if she needed to get warm. The moon, to guide her way even in the darkness.

			And Damien was there. And he was warm and solid standing next to her. They started to walk, and she didn’t think too deeply about where they were walking. She just listened to the crunch of their footsteps in the snow. She just enjoyed being beside him, because she had wanted that. She had wanted that for a long time. And it was Christmas Eve. And if the songs could promise that there was something magical about it, she didn’t know why she couldn’t have magic in the moment. She was desperate for it, in fact. Hungry for it. So when she reached out and let her fingertips touch his, she waited. For him to respond. To see if he felt it, too. To see if he was caught up in it. And then he wrapped his fingers around hers, and walked along the darkened road with her, holding her hand. Like they were something more than two people who had quick sex in a broom closet. Like they were something more than two people who had known each other with a whole other person between them.

			She was Levi’s younger sister. He was Levi’s best friend. But Levi wasn’t there now. It was just Jessie and Damien. And what they were to each other. Which seemed to shift and change with each step forward. Which seemed to grow with each deep breath she took in, as if she could feel her lungs just slightly more each and every time. With the air. With promise. With hope.

			They were headed toward his cabin. That much was apparent now. It was small and cozy, and he’d left a fire going in the woodstove. It was one room, and she knew that there was just an outhouse out back. And her shoe was sitting on the table right there in the entryway.

			“Sit down for a second,” he said.

			“Why?”

			“You’ll see.”

			So she did, and he knelt in front of her, beginning to untie the laces on her snow boot, slowly and painstakingly. And she couldn’t help but laugh. “Damien,” she said. “You’re being ridiculous.”

			“Maybe,” he said. “But it seems like the thing to do, Cinderella. In fact, it doesn’t really seem like there’s any other point.”

			Then he slipped her thick boot sock off her foot, and she wiggled her toes. And he took the sparkling high heel and slipped it right on her foot.

			“It’s a perfect fit,” he said.

			“You just needed to be sure?”

			“Yeah. I just needed to be sure. And it’s kind of a magical thing. To see you. You, Jessie Granger, wearing that shoe. Because I know you were the woman that I saw walk into that space. But ever since then, you look like the you I’ve always known. And it doesn’t make you less beautiful. Don’t mistake me. It’s just that it was easy to think of you as two different things. But this is you. It’s all you. The girl in the snow boots and the sweatpants, and the girl in the red dress.”

			“And you’re just the same. It’s just you don’t have a Zorro mask. And now I’m getting used to the beard.”

			“Stand up,” he said, grabbing her hands and pulling her up into a standing position. She was lopsided because of the high heel and the snow boot. She had a beanie on her head, and he grabbed the top of it and lifted it off, letting it fall down to the ground. Then he cupped her chin, tilting her face up. “You’re beautiful,” he said.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“I’m not saying it just for my benefit. You’re beautiful, and I want you to know it. You’re beautiful, and I want you to know that I mean right now. I want you to know that that night... It wasn’t the first night that I thought so. I had to leave, Jessie, because when you tried to kiss me, you damn near lit my world on fire. You were hotter than that bonfire, and it scared me to death. Because I knew if I didn’t kiss you, then we couldn’t go back. And I knew you were too young, too inexperienced...”

			“Well, I wasn’t, though. Because when we... When we actually did...”

			“Exactly,” he said. “When we actually did, when all my own doubts were stripped away. When it could be nothing except just seeing where the chemistry went, well, then... I was wrong. You weren’t mismatched for me. You were perfect. And you always were. I just...couldn’t see it when I looked and saw Jessie. And it wasn’t anything to do with you. It was to do with everything...”

			“Everything surrounding me,” she finished.

			“Yeah. I remember. I remember when your parents died, Jessie. Your mom. And then your dad... And it felt so unfair. I remember just wanting to be there for you. For all of you. I certainly never wanted to be the reason that you cried.”

			“Well, you were. Just so you know. After the bonfire. I was so embarrassed I’d...”

			“Yeah. But that was a fitting trade. Just a little bit of sadness for all the hurt I could’ve caused you. That’s all.” He took her hand and brought her close, led her out to the center of the cabin. And her with her one high heel and snow boot clocked after him. Then he pulled her into his arms like it was a ball, and swayed back and forth with her. She laughed, and he twirled her, before bringing her back up against him. “No masks,” he said. “Just us.”

			And that was when she kissed him. With all the pent-up desire inside her. For the very first time in her life, she looked up into his eyes, knowing it was him, and she closed the distance between them. Claimed his mouth with hers, and the best part was, he kissed her back. Harder. Deeper. Longer than she could’ve imagined. She was lost in it. In him. In tidings of comfort and joy that she hadn’t even believed in before this moment. And she could understand. The glory in being wrapped in the glitter of the season and letting it sweep you away. Because sure, the darkness and snow were still out there. Sure, there was still grief. But there was this. There was this, and they were them, and it was more than she ever dared hope. “I need to get that shoe off,” she said, kicking the high heel away. And then he lifted her up off the ground, wearing one boot and the rest of her snow clothes, and carried her over to the bed in the corner.

			“Say my name,” she said, feeling needy and desperate, hungry for the acknowledgment that it mattered to him as much as it did to her who they were. Exactly who they were in this moment.

			“Jessie,” he said. “Jessie Granger.”

			“Yes,” she whispered, before he kissed her again.

			He lifted her foot, put it in his lap, began to unlace her remaining boot, getting it loosened and pulling it slowly from her foot, along with her sock.

			He paused for a moment, and dealt with his own shoes. Before drawing her close on the bed and kissing her again. It was a stark difference to that frantic coupling in the broom closet. It was a stark difference to everything that had come before. Because this was Jessie and Damien. Making a decision to do this. Making a decision to be together.

			They were meeting as equals, here in this bed. She wasn’t a virgin anymore.

			Close enough.

			But still. Still. She pushed his coat off his shoulders, began to work the buttons on his shirt. He pulled her sweatshirt up over her head, and before she knew it, they were stripped down to their underwear. And she was lying in bed with him, watching as her fingertips trailed over his muscles. Watching as her palm skimmed over the well-defined pecs and abs. His hair tickled her fingertips, and she luxuriated in the feeling. Of all that masculine heat and warmth.

			He kissed her neck, down her collarbone, down to the edge of her bra. And she ignited. This was what she had wanted. Since that night. It had been hell. Being around him, trying to pretend it hadn’t happened. She was just so relieved they weren’t pretending that it hadn’t happened anymore.

			She wanted him. She wanted this.

			She wanted everything that came with it.

			And that thought scared her. Because the truth was, no matter how warm it was in this cabin, it was still cold outside.

			And the metaphor was good for all the rest of life.

			Don’t think about it. Don’t think about anything past now. You wanted a Christmas miracle, and this is your damned Christmas miracle. So just take it. And don’t ask any questions.

			She listened to her stern inner voice, because what else was there to do? She listened to that voice because she was powerless to do anything else. So when he unhooked her bra and cast it to the floor, lowering his head and taking her nipple deep within his mouth, she gasped, arching against him.

			And she let there be nothing. Nothing but the warmth. Nothing but the pleasure. Nothing but the touch of his mouth, his tongue, his teeth, his hands. Nothing but the pleasure that he brought her as he moved his big hands up her body, skimming his thumbs over her nipples before taking one into his mouth again. It was impossibly intimate, and it was Damien.

			This is Damien.

			It was Damien, and it was her fantasy made reality. And this was the miracle she hadn’t thought to ask for. So she would simply take it. Allow it to exist at face value, and ask for nothing more.

			She couldn’t afford more.

			That was a damned fact.

			His hands moved down, his fingers sliding beneath the waistband of her underwear, as he pushed them down her thighs, trailing them past her ankles and onto the floor. She wasn’t embarrassed. She hadn’t been fully naked in front of him that first time. And she also hadn’t known that it was him. Everything was different about this. About this moment. About this desire. Everything was different.

			But her need was just as intense.

			He moved his hand between her legs and began to stroke her, finding her wet and hot and ready for his touch.

			But it wasn’t enough. She wanted more. She wanted him.

			It was her turn to strip him entirely naked, and this time she gloried in him. The look of him, the feel of him. The knowledge of who he was.

			She had wondered, occasionally, when her fantasies about Damien had heated up, if it would actually be uncomfortable to be with him. Given how well she knew him. Given who he was. But no. It wasn’t. It was everything, and so was he. Like she had been made for this moment. And if that felt weightier, more terrifying than it should, she wasn’t going to examine it. She wasn’t going to do anything but enjoy the sparkle. Enjoy the warmth.

			’Tis the season.

			She wrapped her hand around his hardened length and pumped him. Then she lowered her head, slowly, taking a tentative taste of him with her tongue.

			He groaned, his hand coming up to grab her hair, holding her fast as she took him in deep. Her body shuddered as his did. His response to her the sensual boost that she needed, and she was lost in it. In the way she could make him growl. In the way she could make him lose himself. She was lost in everything. And she loved it.

			“My turn,” he growled. And she found herself lifted bodily away from him, flat on her back on the bed, her thighs parted.

			And then he forced them apart, holding her knees wide with his hands before lowering his head and swiping his tongue across that sensitized bundle of nerves there. “Mine,” he said, before burying his face between her legs and consuming her in the white heat of desire.

			She clutched his shoulders, her fingers digging into his skin.

			And his word echoed between them.

			Mine.

			Mine.

			What did it mean to belong to somebody? Could you even trust such a thing?

			In this life, in this world, where things could be ripped tremendously away from you, how can anything ever truly be yours?

			She didn’t know the answer. And right now she didn’t want to try and figure it out. Right now all she wanted to do was luxuriate in the feel of him.

			It was all she could manage.

			So she arched against him and silenced her mind, riding the wave of pleasure that was beginning to crest inside her. He pushed a finger inside her, and then another, pumping them in time with the movements of his tongue. And her orgasm broke over her like a stunning tsunami.

			It left her spent, breathless, lost. With no way to find the shore. But she didn’t have time to mourn that. Because he was there. He was there, so she couldn’t really be lost.

			He was there. So it would all be okay.

			He was there. And he was everything.

			He gathered her close, kissed her on the lips, kissed her until her need was at a fever pitch. Then he positioned himself between her thighs, and thrust home.

			She gasped, lifting her hips up, her internal muscles gripping him tight as he claimed her.

			It was perfect. He was perfect.

			She wrapped her legs around his waist, held his face in her hands and kissed him as he claimed her over and over again.

			Mine.

			She wanted to be his.

			She wanted to be his more than she wanted anything in the entire world. And if she could gift herself, and know that it would last, then she would. Without a doubt. Unequivocally.

			But it was Christmas. And gifts given on Christmas were beautiful right at the time. And then they were worn and faded, forgotten about before next year.

			They went in boxes labeled memories. Or boxes labeled trauma. But they didn’t last.

			She pushed that thought aside as another climax reached its peak, and she clung to him, crying out her pleasure in tandem with his, as she felt him pulse inside her.

			And it was silent. Nothing but the crackling of the wood in the fireplace. And the knowledge of the snow falling outside.

			“Merry Christmas,” he said.

			“Merry Christmas,” she agreed.

			And he put the covers over her and brought her close to him.

			It was a far cry from a quickie in a broom closet that ended with her running away.

			But she would let herself be held. Tonight she would let herself be held, because tomorrow would come quickly enough. And it felt like a reckoning. Or maybe just a resounding clang of a silver bell.

			But tonight there was this. Tonight there was maybe miracles.

			And that felt good enough to her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			IT WAS CHRISTMAS MORNING. And the morning dawned bright and cold in the cabin, because the fire had gone out sometime during the night. But the fire had never gone out between himself and Jessie.

			Damien looked at the woman sleeping in his arms.

			It was such a funny thing. He’d never seen a real marriage. A good marriage, at a close vantage point. His mother had always been single, and the way that she had acted about the very idea of a nuclear family had just made it something that he didn’t consider of extreme importance. But now he could see it. He could see a life with her, stretching before him. He could see hope and a future in a way that he never had before, the potential for it, with her. Yes. He could see that. All of that.

			And he wanted it with such a ferocity that it nearly scared him.

			And not much scared him.

			But he had never been in a situation where he had anything to risk. Jessie had lost a lot in her life. A whole lot. She lost so much, and so he supposed she had always seen life as a risk. And he could appreciate fully that she had put something on the line when she tried to kiss him and he’d rejected her. He felt like an ass. Because he just hadn’t known. He did now. Now that he’d experienced loss. And now that things felt precarious. Like they were on the edge of something. Something he might not be able to get back. He kissed her forehead, and she opened her eyes, looking at him sleepily. “Damien?”

			“Yeah. I’m right here.”

			“Merry Christmas,” she mumbled.

			Then her eyes flew wide. “What time is it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, hell,” she said. “Hell and damn. Hell and damn and shit.”

			“There’s that dirty mouth again.”

			“It’s Christmas morning. And Dylan was supposed to get here bright and early. And it’s...” She looked outside. “It’s gone sunup.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, Levi is going to be a little bit suspicious if he goes upstairs to wake me up for Christmas morning and I’m not there.”

			“Levi knows where you are.”

			“He’s going to kill you. He’s going to murder you, and then...” She stopped. “What?”

			“I said he knows where you are.”

			“No. He can’t. He can’t know where I am. Because that would mean...”

			“He came in here yesterday. He saw the shoe.”

			“What?”

			“You’re starting to sound like a broken record, sweet pea.”

			“But there’s no way he can know. Because if he knew, you would be dead.”

			“It turns out not. It turns out he respects you as a woman, and respects what you want.”

			“No way. Not my brother. My brother is an old-fashioned hard-ass.”

			“I had a talk with him.”

			“So what, he just knows that we are sleeping together?” She winced. “I mean, that we slept together. Not that we are sleeping together. We just... We did the one time again. Because it was Christmas Eve. And it was the magic of the season and all of that.”

			“That wasn’t it for me. And I made that pretty plain to Levi last night. Jessie... I was wrong to reject you back then. And I didn’t really do it to protect you. I thought I did. I did it to protect myself, because I knew that if you ever touched me...that would be it. I knew that it could never be a casual thing. And I was right. It can’t be. Not with you and me. This is real. This thing. And it was... I was on the verge of going out and really trying to make something of myself. And now I have. And you’re not twenty-one. And... I care about you. I always have.”

			“No,” she said. “We can’t do that. We can’t do this.”

			“Why the hell not?”

			“Because,” she said, almost sounding panicked. “Because that’s not... That’s not what it was supposed to be. And it can’t be that, anyway.”

			“So when you tried to kiss me, you figured what? That I was going to sleep with you and walk away?”

			“I hadn’t thought it through. I hadn’t... I hadn’t really considered it. I just knew that I wanted to kiss you. I didn’t want...”

			“You didn’t want what?”

			“I can’t do it,” she said. “Because it’s Christmas, and Dylan is coming back and everything is sad. Everything is always sad. And life is sad, and you can’t trust it. And Christmas songs are never going to heal the world. They’re never going to fix your life. The season isn’t magic. And even if it was, it’s over. Christmas is over. And we have to be, too.”

			“I just told you that we don’t.”

			“I can’t do it,” she said. “I just can’t.”

			And she got her things together quickly, putting her boots on, and running out the door. Like she wasn’t headed to a place just a few feet away.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			BY THE TIME Jessie got to the house, everyone was sitting in there. Around the Christmas tree. And there was Dylan. Her breath left her body in a whoosh, and she launched herself across the space. “Dylan,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck, like she always did. Trying to make sure that all of him was here. She had always hated that he had joined the military. She knew that Levi hated it, too, but that he didn’t oppose it, because he didn’t oppose choices they made as adults.

			The fact that he had apparently proved when it came to her relationship with Damien.

			Damien.

			He was acting like he wanted this to be something. And she just wasn’t brave enough to do that.

			“Hey,” he said. “Where have you been?”

			“Just overslept,” she said. Which was stupid, because she had clearly just come in from the cold. He looked behind her, and she could feel that he was exchanging a meaningful glance with Levi.

			“Good to see you,” he said, opting not to make a comment.

			“But,” Camilla said, opening her mouth. And Levi reached down and grabbed a cookie off the tray next to them, and shoved it in her baby sister’s mouth.

			“Just chill, Camilla,” he said.

			“But hnm ummh nrrrrrrh,” she said, her words completely unintelligible.

			“It’ll keep,” Levi said.

			There were presents, and she opened them. And there was also a little stack of presents that was untouched. Because they were Damien’s. And he just didn’t show. Of course he hadn’t. She had rejected him, except that maybe her having the power to hurt him in some way seemed...unlikely. Ridiculous. But maybe she had. Maybe she had actually devastated him.

			She pressed her fists to her eyeballs and tried to take a breath.

			As soon as they were done opening presents, and they moved with Levi heading out to start grilling the meat that they would have for dinner, him knocking snow off the barbecue and arguing with Dylan about how they were going to prepare things, Camilla zoomed in toward her like a little gnat to a lamp. “What did you do?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Where were you?”

			“None of your business,” she said to her little sister.

			“Really? None of my business? What were you doing?”

			“I just...”

			“Did you sleep with Damien?”

			“Camilla,” she said.

			“That’s my name, not a no.”

			She sniffed. “You don’t understand. You are a virgin.”

			“And you aren’t,” she said. “Which means something changed, because Lord knows you have just been hanging around hung up on him for years...”

			“Nothing,” she said. “It was just...a fling. And then... Now it isn’t a thing.”

			“Did he dump you on Christmas Eve?”

			“No. I dumped him.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said to her little sister.

			“Why are you insistently emotionally constipated?” she asked. “Like, come on.”

			“You come on,” she said. “You barely remember what life was like with Mom and Dad. But I do remember. And it’s been hell without them. And it was hard to lose them. And...”

			“So you all go and make your own lives more lonely. Look at Levi... He’s... He’s basically a grumpy old man and he’s just in his thirties. You were wearing baggy clothes, all ready to be an old maid because Damien wouldn’t give you the time of day, and now he is, and what? You want him to go back to being an untouchable object because it was easier? Easier than admitting that you want him? That you love him?”

			“Well, he didn’t say that he loved me,” she said. “What he said was that he wanted to try. And I don’t... I can’t do it. Because...”

			“Because you’re always waiting for the other shoe to drop. I get that. Because we lost Mom, and it was terrible. But we figured we had had our fill of bad things. And then Dad.”

			“Yes,” she said. “It’s waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

			“You can’t live that way.”

			“You’re a child,” she said. “You literally don’t know anything about anything.”

			“That’s what you keep saying. Except I know I’m going to go to college. Except I know that I didn’t choose the bad things that happened to me, and I’m not gonna choose extra bad things just because.”

			“You make it sound easy. But you don’t know what it’s like. You don’t know what he makes me...feel. What he’s always made me feel. I have had feelings for him since I was a kid. When I was brave enough to act on them he rejected me.”

			“And now you’re rejecting him? It just seems like you’re creating your own issues.”

			“No, I just... I wanted to know that I was going to be okay if things didn’t work out between us. I went... I went to that Christmas party. The mask one in Mapleton. I wanted to hook up with a guy that I didn’t know. I wanted to prove to myself that I would be okay if Damien Prince never cared about me. But what I found instead was Damien. So I can’t prove it to myself. I don’t know if I’m going to be okay. And Dylan isn’t done in the military and...”

			“I hear what you’re saying,” Camilla said. “But no. You don’t know if you’ll be okay. I’m sorry. But that’s just how it is. You don’t really get to know.”

			She stared at her little sister, who said all these things so very matter-of-factly. It was maddening. Infuriating. And she just kept thinking about last night. About the way he had put that shoe on her foot. About the way he had danced with her. Awkwardly, with that one shoe and the one boot and...

			She turned away from Camilla and found herself drifting toward the entryway, where her other high heel was still sitting, laying oddly in a pile of shoes in that doorway.

			And it hit her then. She had the other shoe. She was the one holding it. And there was something about that revelation, that realization, that gave her a sense of power. A sense of determination. She was waiting for the other shoe to drop like she had no control over any of this. Like she had no control over what she did. How she changed and what she learned. What she decided to fight for. As if the other shoe was simply fate. That would fall from heaven one day and crush her beneath the weight of it, because that was how it had felt to lose her father after her mother when she’d been just a child.

			But it wasn’t a trend. It was just life. And there were things that had happened since then that were...up to her. This was up to her. “I’m an idiot,” she whispered.

			“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Camilla said.

			“I mean... I really am.”

			She picked up the shoe by the door, and without bothering to put on her coat, she ran outside. She ran all the way down to Damien’s cabin. And she knocked on the door. He didn’t answer. She opened it, and she found it empty. “Dammit,” she whispered. She looked around and didn’t see his truck anywhere. He was gone. He was gone.

			She went back into the cabin and looked again. His belongings were gone and so... So was her shoe.

			And she stared down at the one in her hand, and she realized then and there, it was up to her to put that pair back together.

			And so she went back up to the house and got in her own truck, and took off down the road with her glittering high heel in the seat beside her.

			She was on a mission. And she was going to find Damien.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			DAMIEN HAD DETERMINED that the better part of valor was to let her get on with her Christmas. He felt... Hell, he didn’t really know what he felt. Heartbreak, he supposed, though he never had an experience of it when it came to love. Romantic love.

			Had he really fallen in love with her in just a couple of days?

			No. He fell in love with her years ago. You just didn’t know how to let yourself in on it.

			But she didn’t want to do it. And hell, he couldn’t blame her. The world was a cold and unforgiving place. And she’d seen a lot of bad shit.

			He didn’t want to be just another terrible thing that had happened to Jessie Granger. He cared way too much for that.

			Suddenly, in his rearview mirror, he saw a blue truck. Hot on his bumper, and driving pretty dangerously considering the weather.

			It took him a minute to realize. It was Jessie. He put his blinker on like a good Oregonian and pulled to the right side of the road, and Jessie pulled swiftly after him.

			“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, getting out of the driver’s side and shutting the door firmly behind him.

			“I had to find you,” she said, getting out of the truck, holding a high heel shoe in one hand. “I have the other shoe.”

			“Yeah.”

			“I am afraid of the other shoe dropping. But I have the other shoe. It’s... It’s me. I’m the one who’s making a bad choice here. I’m the one who’s sabotaging us. And I have to quit acting like everything is fate. I have to quit being afraid. So I...” She started to unlace her snow boot, out there in the freezing cold, and kicked it off, then she started to work at the boot sock. “I am putting the shoe on myself. Because it fits me, and I want to wear it.”

			“Jessie...”

			“You can get the other one now,” she said, breathing hard, as she bent down to start the endeavor of pulling the other boot off.

			“This is a little much,” he said.

			“It’s too much,” she said. “It’s all too much. This is without a doubt the most too much anything has ever been. But I want you. And I love you. And I’m deciding to be in it. Without being afraid. This is my choice. And the terrible things that have happened to me before don’t get to decide how happy I’m going to be now.”

			“You love me, Jessie Granger?”

			“Yes, you dumbass. I have. For my whole damn life.”

			“That dirty mouth...”

			“You like it. You like me.”

			He turned around and walked slowly back to his truck, emotion expanding in his chest. And he grabbed the shoe that he had brought with him. “You’re right,” he said, making his way slowly back to her. “I do. I like it a whole hell of a lot. But I love you.”

			He got down on one knee, holding the shoe in his hand. And she slipped her bare foot into it. And it felt every bit like an engagement ring. There she was, in her snow pants, and her high heels. And it felt like this undeniable truth. She was the Jessie he had always known. And the Jessie who had changed his life forever at the ball.

			They were the same. And she was his.

			“I love you. I think we ought to get married. And live on the big property here together.”

			“I want that,” she said.

			“You are so brave,” he said. “And just so damn special.”

			She kissed him, like her whole life depended on it. Like their new life depended on it.

			“You know,” she said. “I guess I was wrong. About Christmas. Or maybe just about life. I kept thinking that just because bad things happened, it meant the good wasn’t real. But it’s more real, isn’t it? It sparkles brighter because of the darkness.”

			“I think so,” he said. “At least, it’s true when I’m with you.”
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