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      To all of us that live for the holiday tropes…
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      The best thing about romance is falling in love with your favorite trope. That's why we've created the town of Troping, where there's love for everyone. 

      Grab the complete Troping Through the Snow bundle with a Surprise Brand New Novella and FIVE Bonus Epilogues - one for each book in the series! 

      This bundle includes Brother's Best Enemy, The Cozy Agreement, Blackmailed by the Grump, Forbidden Stranger, Stalking the Secret Baby, AND a Surprise Novella: Finding My Best Friend's Daughter. 
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      Tinsel is the town sheriff in Troping and she loves her job. The only downside is her brother's best friend Jack, who also happens to be her nemesis. He does everything he can to get under her skin, but she's always got a ticket ready to pass out to annoy him right back. 

      Jack has been in love with Tinsel since his best friend first brought him home for the holidays. The only problem is keeping his distance when all he wants to do is hold her close. For years he's kept his control, but it's not going to last much longer. How can a woman who is hell-bent on making his life miserable be the woman of his dreams? 

      Warning: Enemies to lovers and brother's best friend were never so much fun! Come with us to Troping, where you'll find all the best stories! 
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      He’s here again, and this time he’s not alone. Jack pulls up next to my patrol car in his fancy SUV that costs more than some people’s houses. Emily, who works the front desk and is Jack’s right hand, sits in the passenger seat. 

      That’s the second day in a row they’ve come to Snow Baked together to get their morning fix of coffee and some kind of delicious pastry. I’m here every morning but mostly because I live above the place. Who am I kidding? Even if I didn’t, I’d still be here for my morning sugar cookie coffee.

      Emily used to come alone to collect Jack’s order, but now they’re coming together. Why? Emily isn’t even from Troping. I suppose neither is Jack, but he and my brother are best friends, and he’s been around for years. 

      When my brother North came home from college, he brought Jack with him. Jack decided to open a snow resort for people who visited the town during the holiday. He’s also pretty busy in the summer too when we do Christmas in July. Troping is always decked out in holiday cheer because no one takes down their lights. If they do, it’s because they’re changing them out for a new color. 

      The first time I met Jack was when North brought him home for the holidays their freshman year in college. I remember being excited that my brother was bringing someone home. He’d told me that Jack lost his parents and didn’t have anyone to spend the break with. I felt terrible and went out of my way to make him feel welcome. I even made sure he had gifts under the tree so he wouldn’t feel left out on Christmas morning. 

      Wrong. Jack was more of a Jack-ass. My brother failed to mention Jack was a rich prick from the city. The very second I met him, he was an asshole, but for some reason, I’m the only one that gets that side of him. 

      It really stings because when he first walked into my parents’ house, my heart gave this tiny little flutter. I was sure it was the same feeling Mom told me she got when she met Dad and how she knew he was the one. Well, if Jack is the one, I’d rather live out my life alone. Guess I’ll die a virgin while I’m at it.

      Why he moved here when my brother came back after college, I have no freaking clue. But then he went and opened the snow resort, which kept confusing me. It’s even worse because although I wanted to hate the place, it’s so stinkin’ adorable. It’s also nice for people to have a place to stay when they pass through our town. The holidays are what keeps this town alive and thriving. Then in the off season we get to lie back and enjoy our small town all to ourselves. I love how we get a bit of both worlds in the town of Troping. 

      “You’re glaring,” Frostie says from behind the counter. 

      We’ve been best friends our whole lives. She took over the bakery from her grandma two years ago, right when I became a deputy. We share the apartment over the bakery, and I keep watch over the town while she keeps the people fed. 

      Pretending to find my coffee super interesting, I stare down at it as Emily and Jack get out of the vehicle. I don’t want to be caught staring. I don’t have to look to know that Emily will be dolled up. How does she do that? Honestly, I’m impressed. Most of the time she’s in heels too while I can barely get myself to put on some mascara and lip gloss. My hair is usually pulled back to stay out of my face, but Frostie actually braided it for me this morning. 

      I want to hate Emily, but it’s not her fault. Even if I want to choke Jack, I can’t stop the attraction I have for him, and it pisses me off. Why do they look so perfect side by side? Emily is always nice to me, and I hate it. Why can’t she be a bitch? 

      Jack usually wears a suit or some sweater that fits snugly. He must use the gym at the resort since it’s the only one in town. Of course he lets everyone use it even if they aren’t staying at the resort because he’s so nice. I roll my eyes thinking about it. 

      “Morning, Tins!” Emily chirps as she enters the bakery. 

      “Morning.” I give her a smile before dropping my gaze so that I don’t have to meet Jack’s glare. 

      “Morning to you, too,” Jack mutters. 

      I ignore him, which is something I’m terrible at. Biting the inside of my cheek, I don’t say a word as I scream internally. Picking up the frosted donut that’s covered in green and red sprinkles, I shove the last half of it in my mouth. That should do the trick. 

      “Maybe I should have the donut. It must be good.” Emily laughs as I chew with my cheeks puffed out. I bet I resemble a chipmunk right about now.

      My eyes catch Jack’s, and once again he’s staring right at me. Emily moves to the counter, her attention now on the display case, checking out the donuts. 

      “You got a staring problem?” I say as I swallow the rest of my donut. 

      “Is that against the law?” Jack smirks, and I loathe his cocky tone. Why is it reserved only for me? 

      I’m in my uniform, and although I’ve never really been self-conscious about my body or looks, seeing Emily, the perfect blond Christmas tree topper, has my uniform feeling a bit snug. 

      “You break enough of those, don’t you think?” I toss back at Jack-ass. 

      “I’ll swing by City Hall and take care of those tickets later.” He winks at me, and I grind my teeth.

      “You do that,” I snap back. Frostie’s and Emily’s eyes bounce between the two of us, and Emily’s brows are raised all the way up. “You ladies have a great day. Love the heels, Emily,” I say sweetly. I hate that Jack can bring out the snippy side of me like nobody else. 

      I get along with everyone in Troping. Hell, I know everyone too. So why is Jack so different? Why does he go out of his way to aggravate me and push my buttons when he doesn’t even give me the time of day? 

      Tossing my wrapper away, I take my coffee and head out to my patrol car. Once I’m inside, I pull up the records of all the tickets I’ve given Jack. 

      Sure, there are a lot, but that’s because I clock the man for anything I can. It doesn’t matter how small the crime is, I have this need to irritate him as much as he irritates me. It’s not as though he can’t afford the tickets.

      A smile pulls at my lips when I see today is the last day he has to pay the one I’d given him for parking in the handicap spot. If he doesn't, a bench warrant will go out for his arrest. 

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t fully parked in a handicap spot, and the tire of his SUV was on the line, but I really hope he forgets to swing by City Hall and take care of it.

      I’ve never actually gotten to arrest anyone before, but I wouldn’t mind Jack being my first.
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      “What’ll it be?” Frostie asks, and I turn my attention away from the window where I watch Tinsel grinning like she’s the cat that ate the canary. 

      “Just a coffee please. The usual.” 

      “Caramel macchiato with a sprinkle of cinnamon?” she asks, and I nod. 

      “Hey, Frostie, can I ask you something?” 

      “Go for it.” She keeps making my coffee as I move down to the other end of the counter. 

      “When Tinsel smiles like that, should I be worried?” 

      She laughs, and Emily comes up beside me. “I don’t know what you did to her, but she’s always nice to me.” She thanks Frostie for the donut and goes over to chat with Dr. Grayson, who is having breakfast with her son. 

      “You two just won’t quit.” Frostie sighs and shakes her head. 

      “She started it,” I tease as I drop some cash in the tip jar. 

      “If I were you, I’d steer clear of her today.” 

      “And what would be the fun in that?” I say as I thank Frostie for the coffee, and Emily and I leave Snow Baked.

      She used to come without me, but then she started mentioning that she saw Tinsel there every morning, and I decided to tag along. I couldn’t miss an opportunity to see the woman who occupies my every thought and maybe annoy her a little because of it. 

      Sure, she pushes my buttons, but I like to think I push all of hers right back. That’s what happens when you fall in love with your best friend’s little sister and she’s one hundred percent off-fucking-limits. 

      I remember the first time I saw her like it was yesterday. She was wearing a Christmas apron with little gumdrops on it, and some of her curls had fallen out of her ponytail. There was a little flour still on her cheek, and when she smiled, it struck me straight in the heart. I’d never felt like that before, and the only time I’ve felt like that since is when I look at her. Every fucking time I look at her, to be precise. 

      She stood there with bright eyes, lush curves, and a mouth made to suck—

      “Yoo hoo, Earth to Jack,” Emily says, and it brings me back to reality. “You missed the turn.” 

      “Shit, sorry.” I drive down Candy Cane Lane and make a U-turn. “I guess I was distracted by—” 

      My words are cut off when I hear the sound of a siren behind me, and then I see blue lights in the rearview mirror. 

      “Five whole minutes?” Emily checks her watch. “That must be a record.” 

      “Not necessarily,” I disagree. “She got me that one time for littering when I dropped my coffee and then cited me for defacing public property when it splashed on the barber shop.” 

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that one.” 

      Putting on my brightest smile, I roll down the window just as Tinsel comes to a stop beside it. She’s already writing the ticket before I’ve had a chance to say a word. 

      “There’s no sign that said I couldn’t make a U-turn,” I say, but Tinsel ignores me as she rips off the ticket and hands it over. 

      “Have a great day,” Emily calls over me, and Tinsel smiles. What I wouldn’t give to have that smile directed at me. 

      “See you later, Ems.” Tinsel’s smile drops and turns to a glare before she walks back to her patrol car. 

      “You know you’d catch more reindeer with sugar,” Emily quips, and I roll my eyes. 

      “Trust me, this is one reindeer that doesn’t want to be caught.” 

      As I pull into the inn, Emily heads for the conference room to meet with the staff and go over the day-to-day operations. I’m the owner of Snowed Inn, but she’s the manager that keeps things running. She’s great at her job when she isn’t lamenting about how in love she is with her boyfriend who’s overseas until the new year. I can only hear about how great love is for so long before I have to tune it out. 

      Being in love is the worst. I would know because I’ve been in love with Tinsel for years, and I’ve had to suffer in silence. Sometimes I think about just laying it all out on the table, but I couldn’t take the rejection. Not with how much she hates me and how it could most definitely mess up my relationship with her brother North. He’s the only family I’ve got, and I wouldn’t want to hurt that because I’m the dumbass who fell in love with his sister. A sister who despises me. 

      There she was in that damn apron looking like I was Santa Claus come to life and all I could think was, fuck. I’d lost my parents and had no one other than North. When I looked at her, I was so damn angry because I knew I couldn’t have her. All the money in the world couldn’t buy what I truly wanted. I’d already had so much taken away from me, and I couldn’t stand to lose something else. Something so important. 

      “I’m headed to City Hall,” I call to Emily as I grab my coat and coffee. 

      It’s just across the street, so I decide to walk through the dusting of snow and enjoy the crisp morning. Days like this make me ache for Tinsel, and I know it’s because the holidays are coming. Every year, I spend it with her family, and every year, I have to sit beside her and use all of my control to not put my hand on her thigh and sink my fingers between them. 

      “Morning, Jack. He’s in his office.” 

      “Thanks, Joy,” I say to the mayor’s secretary. She’s looking over something on her desk, but I don’t pay attention to it as I make my way back. 

      When I walk into North’s office, he looks up from his desk and smiles at me. “What did she get you for now?” 

      “Making an illegal U-turn.” I toss the ticket on his desk, and he picks it up. 

      “I’ll take care of it.” He sighs and shakes his head. “I get that there’s not a lot of crime happening in Troping, but she seems to love making you a target.” 

      “Lucky me,” I mumble as I look out his window to the busy street. That’s when I see the patrol car come by and stop as a group of kids cross the street. It’s the very same spot where she gave me a ticket for jaywalking. Meanwhile, those kids get a pass with a smile and a wave. 

      There’s that damn smile again. What have I got to do to get her attention?
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      I stare up at the sky as snow starts to fall. We get snow year-round, but it’s thicker and fluffier in the wintertime. I close my eyes and let the flakes hit my face, and although it might be silly, for some reason, the snow can calm me. I don’t know why today I’m more annoyed with Jack than normal.

      Are he and Emily a thing now? I thought I’d heard she had a boyfriend overseas. They could have broken up. Did they break up because she and Jack realized they had a thing for each other? I bet they’d make cute babies. 

      What the hell?! Where did that random ass thought come from? I’m blaming it on my mother. It’s her fault because she’s always going on and on about how she’ll never get grandkids. I have to push all thoughts of babies and Jack out of my mind. 

      Today has been pretty uneventful, but most days are. There was only one 911 call, and it was from Sally. She was all worked up because her alarm hadn’t gone off. Last week, she claimed someone broke in and replaced some of her light bulbs with ones that were burned out. In reality, she just wanted someone to come change them for her. 

      I always go over and help her. Today she had the alarm clock set at p.m. instead of a.m. This wasn’t out of the norm since I get a call from her about once a week. It’s always around lunch time, which she has conveniently ready for me so I can eat with her. 

      As the end of my shift grows closer, I pull up Jack-ass’s tickets to see if he paid any. “What the snowball!” I hiss when I see they’re all gone, and I don’t mean paid. They have been completely taken out of the system. 

      There’s only one person that could have done this, so I turn on my lights and drive over to City Hall where I know my brother North will be. The man is a workaholic. If he’s not in his office, then he’s out doing something that has to do with work. My brother has a bit of an obsessive personality.

      Joy's eyes widen when I come storming in. I give her a quick smile but go right into my brother’s office without knocking. 

      “What the hell!” I shout, and North glances up from whatever papers he was reading. 

      “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine? Did Sally make tuna salad? It’s not the best, but it’s not terrible.” 

      “I know, right? It just needs a little more mayo or…” I trail off while my brother smirks. “You cleared all his tickets.” 

      “I did.” He doesn’t even try to hide it. Though my brother is not one to lie. Ever. At times I think he can be a bit too by the book. “Jack’s resort brings in more tax dollars than the rest of this town combined. You don’t need to write stupid tickets for no reason.” 

      “Stupid?” I hiss at my brother. North isn’t wrong; Jack does a ton of stuff for the town for free. It’s because he’s nice to everyone but me. 

      “I don’t know what your deal is with Jack, but he's a good guy. Stop being an asshat.” I gape at him. 

      “I’m the asshat? He’s the one that’s rude to me!” My brother can’t be this blind. “You’re a traitor.” I point my finger at him, and he shakes his head before he goes back to reading the papers on his desk. “You really want to play with me, North?” I put my hands on my hips. 

      “You can’t write me tickets.” He doesn’t bother to look back up at me. 

      “No, I suppose not, but I’m sure I can think of other things to do.” My sweet tone has him lifting his eyes in suspicion.

      “Tins,” he warns. 

      “North.” I give it right back. “You know re-election is around the corner.” 

      “No one is running against me. Nice try.”

      “As of right now.” I’m so bluffing. 

      “I’ll call Mom,” he says and makes a grab for his phone. 

      “You snitch!” I lunge across his desk, trying to rip it out of his hands. 

      “You’re a cop and you’re calling me a snitch?” he laughs. 

      “You know what?” I push off his desk and ignore the crap I knocked off. 

      My brother, being the A-type that he is, gets up and starts putting everything back in its place. While he’s doing that, I tuck my uniform back in place and push my hair out of my face. 

      “Go on.” 

      “What?” 

      “You said do I know what.” 

      “Oh right.” I get back to the task at hand. “You’ve chosen your side. Now you will have to deal with the fallout.” 

      “Is the fallout a snowball to my face?” 

      “I could add that on, I suppose.” 

      “Are we done here? I’ve got shit to do.” He drops back down in his chair behind his desk. 

      “Are you going to work all night?” He shrugs. Of course he is. 

      “Mr. North,” Joy says as she pokes her head into the office. 

      She moved to Troping two years ago to help take care of her sick grandmother. She’s sweet, but shyness clings to her and it makes it hard to get to know her. Even now, her cheeks are turning pink. 

      “Joy.” My brother stands up and abandons his papers. 

      “I was only letting you know I was heading out. Unless there’s anything else you need.” 

      “I’ll walk you out.” I cut in before my brother can respond. I don’t miss the tic in his jaw. 

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” Joy starts to wave me off. 

      “I walk her out,” North says, and Joy’s face turns more pink. 

      “Like every day? Is it because of the crazy crimes around here? It’s still light out.” 

      “Shouldn’t you be out working?” North growls at me, and I peek at my watch. 

      “Nope.” I smirk. “I’ll walk you out, Joy. I’m headed that way, and I’ve got a gun if there’s any real trouble. You know, someone throwing a snowball at us or something.” 

      “You’d shoot them?” Joy’s eyes widen. 

      “They’re rubber bullets,” I whisper as I snag her arm. “We should hit Jingle Bar. Half-price appetizers and spiked hot chocolate.” 

      “Right now?” She chews on her bottom lip. 

      “Yeah, right now. Well, I need to change first, but we can grab Frostie too.” I guide her toward my patrol car. 

      “But my vehicle—” She points to it. 

      “Will be fine.” 

      “I guess.” She gives in to my peer pressure. “I’ve never been in a patrol car before.” 

      “You want to drive?” 

      “Drive?” she squeaks. 

      “I’m messing with you,” I laugh as I put my seatbelt on. I don’t miss my brother standing at the top of the stairs that lead into City Hall glaring my way in the rearview mirror. 

      When will my brother learn I’m better at this than him?
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      “It’s late and I’m tired. Remind me again why you’re dragging me out?” I sigh as I shove my hands deeper into my winter coat and walk up the next block with North. 

      “It’s literally across the street, how am I dragging you out? Besides, this will be worth your while.” 

      “Doubt it.” I can even hear the grumble in my own voice. 

      Jingle Bar is the worst bar in Troping. Lucky for us, it also happens to be the only bar. It’s decorated for Christmas year-round like the rest of the town, but this place got stuck in 1975 and hasn’t budged since. The worst part is all the decorations are creepy as fuck, like something your grandmother made you put out every year no matter how much it scared the kids. Oh, and there’s karaoke, which makes this officially the last place I’d ever want to be on a Friday night. 

      It’s not like there’s a lot going on in town, but this isn’t my first or fifteenth choice for entertainment in Troping. Jingle Bar falls right below visiting the fish hatchery on Route 4. 

      The smell of stale beer, old cigarettes, and cheap perfume hits me as we open the door. Then the sound of someone screeching “Jingle Bell Rock” into a microphone.

      “All right, I think that’s enough for me,” I say and turn around to leave. 

      North puts a hand on my back and pushes me toward the bar. “Don’t you want to say hello to my sister?” 

      “What? Why would I?” That’s when I see Tinsel on stage with a microphone in one hand and a cocktail in the other. “Holy shit.”

      Before I know what I’m doing, I move farther into the bar to get a better look. She’s wearing a dark red sweater dress that clings to her body and is cut low in the front. I have never seen her in this dress before or anything like it. I realize my mouth has fallen open, and I snap it shut before the drool can roll down my chin. 

      “She’s terrible,” I say, more to myself, but I can’t take my eyes off her. Why the fuck would North bring me here to see this? He doesn't know I’m in love with his sister. There’s no way. 

      When Tinsel sings the last note, the crowd erupts into cheers, and I watch her laugh as she takes a bow and passes the microphone off to someone else. Before I can blink, she disappears into the crowd, and I have to find her. 

      North has disappeared, but I finally track down Tinsel after I push my way to the bar. By the time I reach her, she and Frostie are throwing back a shot and then sucking on a lime. Watching her full lips move like that makes me so fucking hard. 

      “I had no idea you couldn’t sing,” I say, and then Tinsel’s eyes meet mine. 

      She glares at me before talking the lime out of her mouth and tossing it over her shoulder without a care. “Who asked you, Jack-ass?” 

      Frostie snorts and then quickly covers her mouth like she didn’t mean to do it. Then Tinsel tries to keep a straight face, but she fails miserably as she falls into a fit of giggles with her best friend and roommate. 

      “How long have you two been here?” I look at the empty shot glasses littering the bar, and Tinsel straightens enough to scowl at me. 

      “You’re not my brother, Jack-ass.” She pokes at my chest and then makes a noise. “Your chest hurt my finger. I should write you a ticket for that.” 

      “For what, being too hard?” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I wish I could take them back. 

      Tinsel snorts and then somehow catches her ridiculously tall heels on nothing and starts to fall over. I reach out and grab her around the waist before she can faceplant, and then growl in frustration. Why do her curves have to be so fucking soft? 

      “Nice catch, Jack-ass,” Frostie says and then clears her throat. “I mean Jack. Sorry, she’s rubbing off on me.” 

      “I can see she’s a terrible influence.” For some reason I’m still holding on to her hips, but it’s a good thing because she begins to sway again. 

      “You’re the worst, you know that?” Tinsel is beginning to slur as she points her finger so close to my face she flicks my nose. “You with your perfect hair and body.” Then she flicks my hair too. “Just Mr. Perfect, that’s what you are, Jacky.” 

      “You’re drunk,” I say, and she shrugs. 

      “Might be, but that’s none of your business.” She turns to Frostie and holds up her hand for a high five. “Sick burn, right?” 

      “Totally.” She slaps her hand, and then the two of them nearly fall over. 

      “Okay, I think that’s enough for tonight.” I look around for North as I hear the two of them start to protest. He’s the one that dragged me out and now he’s nowhere to be seen. 

      “You two have fun,” Frostie says as she grabs her coat. “I promised my cousin I’d make her fresh cinnamon rolls for her gender reveal party tomorrow. I’m staying with her tonight, and she’s my designated driver.” 

      She waves to someone at the door, and I see Carol standing there with her round belly all bundled up. Frostie waves goodbye to Tinsel one last time, and there’s still no sign of North. 

      “Shit,” I say under my breath, and I grab Tinsel’s coat off the chair behind her and try to wrap her up. She doesn't need to show off this many curves—in public anyway. 

      “What are you doing? I’m not ready to go!” she shouts over the music. “I’ve got seven more songs to sing.” 

      “Not tonight.” Grabbing her around the waist, I practically carry her out of the bar with her complaining the whole time. 

      “You ruin everything,” she says and elbows me hard in the side. “I’m the only person in this whole damn town you can’t stand.” 

      “That’s not true,” I try to defend. “Gary at the post office is a dick.” 

      “That’s because you didn’t get him a gift last year for Christmas.” She scoffs. “He’s the only mail carrier we have, and you didn’t tip!” 

      “Of course I did, I…” I stop talking because I’m trying to think if I really did or not. 

      “See?” Her heels wobble again, and she starts to fall. “Shit.” 

      I grab a hold of her just in time, but in the process I slip in some of the wet snow. My arms go around Tinsel, and I press her against the brick wall of the alley between Jingle Bar and the barber shop. It’s dark in this little strip of space, but there’s enough light that I can see her looking up to me and just how close we are. 

      “Maybe if you stop yelling at me long enough, you’d see how much I like fighting with you.” 

      Her breath tickles my lips, and I smell the citrus of the lime and the tang of the shot she took. The moment stretches so thin that I can feel her heartbeat against mine as I lean closer. Can we have this stolen moment? Can we have just one kiss? The thought of doing this and losing her forever is too painful. She’s had too much to drink, and I know she’d regret it tomorrow. I won’t let this happen and drive a wedge between us. 

      “Come on, sweetheart,” I say as I lean back and tuck her loose curls behind her ear. “Let’s get you home.”
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      A groan leaves me as I start to wake. I’m so happy I don’t have to work today because there’s no way I could go in. How many shots did I have? Could I still be drunk? 

      I rub my eyes, thinking that this is all Jack’s fault. He was the reason one shot turned into two and then three. Wait, I think there might have been another three after those. When will his existence stop bothering me? 

      “Frostie, I’m going to need food.” 

      “Your donut is on the nightstand.” My eyes fly open at the sound of Jack’s voice. 

      What. The. Hell. 

      He’s standing at the end of the bed, and it’s then I notice that the bed isn’t mine. I open and then close my mouth because I have no idea what the hell happened.

      The night before comes rushing back to me, and I remember Jack made me leave the bar. I thought he said he was taking me home? What changed? I whimper when I suddenly remember that I threw up in his fancy Mercedes. 

      He stands at the end of the bed with his arms folded over his chest glaring at me. He’s already dressed in slacks and a button-up shirt. I wait for some snide comment, but nothing comes; however, he looks pretty pissed off at the moment. 

      “Where am I?” I glance around the room. 

      I’m in a giant fluffy bed that resembles a cloud. As I take in the wooden log walls, I quickly put together this is Jack’s house. I’ve never been here, but the beautiful cabin he had built sits up higher and off to the side of his resort overlooking the town. He had it built a year ago when before that he was staying at the resort. 

      “You’re in my bed.” He drops his arms only to run his hand down his face. “Would you please pull the sheet up,” he grumbles, and I glance down to see my bare chest. 

      “Ah!” I scream before yanking the blankets over me and falling back on the bed to cover myself completely. The only clothing left on my body are my panties. “Why am I naked?” 

      “Because I had to clean you up, and you refused to put one of my shirts on.” 

      He cleaned me up? Again, my mind flashes to the night before, and I remember Jack carrying me into his house and straight into his bathroom where I’d thrown up again. He held my hair back with one hand as the other rubbed my back. Did he kiss the top of my head? No, I must be making that part up. 

      Then I remember him using a wet cloth to wash my face and making me brush my teeth. Oh god, he even made me drink water and take something to help prevent a headache. It might have worked because my head isn’t pounding although I’m exhausted. 

      “You want to put the shirt on now?” He pulls the blanket down just enough to reveal my head. 

      The shirt hangs from his hand, and I snatch it from him. He smirks, and a growl erupts from me. 

      “Easy, love,” he teases, and my breath catches. 

      Did he call me love? No, I had to have misheard him. My brain is still foggy from all those shots. 

      “I’ll be in the kitchen. You’re going to need more than your morning donut.” With that, he turns and leaves me alone in his bed. 

      Quickly I sit up and pull the shirt over my head before I climb out of bed. My eyes linger on it and I wonder if he slept in here with me. Everything is fuzzy after the bathroom, and now that I’m thinking about it, I’m in dire need of it. 

      “Oh that’s bad,” I mutter when I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I grab the toothbrush I used last night and clean my teeth before I wash my face. Any makeup Frostie put on me is already gone since Jack washed it off. I remember sitting on the sink while he gently washed my face, and he was so sweet. 

      I rub the center of my chest because there’s a weird sensation burning there. Totally heartburn or what I’d guess heartburn feels like. The urge to get the hell out of here hits me hard. 

      In the bedroom, I can’t find anything of mine—no purse or my clothes. The donut sits on the nightstand, and that has to mean he went to town to get it? Does Frostie know I’m here? She has to know, or a search party would’ve been launched. 

      “This keeps getting better,” I grumble before I take a giant bite of the donut. 

      When I exit the bedroom, I almost choke on the sugary goodness when I get a look at Jack’s massive living room with a huge stone fireplace. This has to be the most gorgeous home I’ve ever seen or been in. It’s cozy and not what I thought it would be. 

      “Sit,” he orders, motioning to one of the chairs at the island in the kitchen. The whole space is open, but the most breathtaking part are the windows that give a perfect view of Troping. I bet it’s incredible at night when everything is lit up. 

      I only walk over to the island because I see my purse along with my dress folded neatly and my bra on top of it. He must have cleaned my clothes last night too. Jack stands at the stove cooking eggs and bacon, and I jump when toast pops up from the toaster. Jack chuckles, and I glare at him. 

      “Orange juice and your sugar cookie coffee.” He motions to the two cups. 

      “Did you go to town to get this?” I’m surprised, and it’s kind of sweet. 

      “Emily went.” 

      Okay, and fuck him then. “I’m not thirsty.” 

      “Liar.” 

      “I should go.” 

      “You should eat. I had Emily run to town because I didn’t want to leave you alone.” 

      “You think I’m going to steal something? I’m a cop.” 

      “You’re also nosy as shit.” 

      Damn, why hadn’t I gone through his crap when I had the chance? Clearly there must be something he doesn’t want me to find. I should have checked his nightstand. My stomach twists when I think about what might be in there. It’s probably nothing but condoms. Isn’t that what men keep beside the bed? Jack hasn’t dated any locals, but a lot of people come and go from the resort. I’ve seen plenty of people flirt with him. 

      “Emily doesn’t know you're here. Only Frostie does,” he adds when I don’t respond. Why does that make me mad too? Oh, now he doesn’t want her to know I’m here. Why? 

      “I should go,” I say again, and Jack turns off the stove before turning around to face me. 

      “What just happened?” His face softens. 

      “What do you mean?” I look anywhere but at him now. 

      “Your tone changed.”

      “My tone didn’t change,” I say defensively because he’s right. 

      “Jack!” Emily calls a moment before the front door opens. 

      So I guess she lets herself in? 

      Emily freezes, and her eyes widen before they bounce between the two of us. “Sorry, I…ah… Yeah, sorry.” 

      She stumbles over her words before quickly turning to leave. Jack mutters something under his breath that I don’t catch before he grabs a plate and puts the eggs and bacon on it. I stand there awkwardly wondering why he’s not going to say anything about that as he sets the plate down next to me. 

      “Eat.” Now he’s the one with a tone, and it’s grumpy. The softness he had moments ago is gone. 

      “I want to go home,” I grit out, hanging on to my anger. Too many other emotions are trying to escape, and I don’t want to think about them. 

      “Eat and I’ll take you home,” he bargains, and we glare at each other. 

      I’m the first one to blink, damn it. So I shove a piece of bacon into my mouth followed by some eggs. He butters the toast for me and then puts peach jelly on it. Does he know it’s my favorite? I eat that too before I grab my purse and clothes and go change quickly in his bedroom. I don’t know why but I shove his shirt into my purse and decide that it’s mine now. 

      “Can we go?” I ask when I exit his room. Which is something I’ll likely never do again. 

      “Fine.” He pulls his keys out of his pocket, and I follow him to the garage. 

      I keep my mouth sealed shut when we don’t take his normal Mercedes SUV but the white Land Rover instead. I’m never going to live down throwing up in there. 

      Great, now I’m going to go from giving Jack a million tickets and annoying him every chance I get to avoiding him at all costs.
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      “Fuck,” I grunt as I squeeze the base of my cock and then pull on the long shaft. I’m the thickest I’ve ever been as I think about Tinsel and her fat tits in my bed. “Fuck,” I say again as I pump faster and faster. 

      I slept beside her all night and watched her toss and turn. Every time I caught a glimpse of her tight nipples, my mouth would water and my cock would leak. Now I’m in my shower jacking off while I think about how badly I wanted to pull those pretty panties to the side and lick between her pussy lips. I bet they’re so pretty and soft, and my cock would slide right between them. What I wouldn’t give to have her on my dick. 

      She’s always the fantasy when I rub one out, but now I’ve got a highlight reel in technicolor playing constantly in my head. Every curve and every dip is tattooed in my brain, and now I want her more than ever before. I’ve always had to guess what she looked like under that uniform, and now that I know, it makes it impossible to stay away. 

      The image of her sitting up with her mouth open and her tits on full display makes my knees weak as I splatter the shower wall with cum. I keep pumping and praying that this will take the edge off, but even as the last drops of my release go down the drain, I know that it’s not enough. 

      Angrily I reach for the nozzle and shut off the water. While I’m toweling off, I think about the last time I saw her. Two days ago, I pulled up outside her house, and she ran out of the car and up to her apartment as fast as she could. She was all too eager to get away from me, and the thought pissed me off. 

      Maybe she was embarrassed at me seeing her like that, but it didn’t feel that way to me. She never stopped to consider what it was like on my side of those events, and having her ditch me like that hurt. If I wasn’t so fucking obsessed with her, this would have never happened. 

      After I’m dressed, I grab my coat and then swing by Emily’s place to pick her up. She looks at my car skeptically before getting in. 

      “Is your other one in the shop?” she asks, and I shake my head. We haven’t talked since she walked in on Tinsel and me, and I’m not ready to hash it out now. 

      “I’m having it detailed. They said it would be a few more days.” She seems chipper this morning, so I’m assuming she talked to her fiancé last night. Which is good because it gives me a chance to change the subject. “How’s Jacob?” 

      “Great!” She latches on to the question and dives in about one of his expeditions and how they’re counting down the days until they get to reunite. 

      As much as I like Emily, my heart isn’t in it today. I’m distracted by thoughts of Tinsel and the fact that she’s off limits. Also that she didn’t leave her apartment all fucking weekend. I would know because I stalked her like a desperate psychopath. She and her brother have that in common, I guess. I’ve been trying to get a hold of him since he ditched me at Jingle Bar, and all I got was a text saying he’d catch me up later. What the fuck is going on with the two of them? 

      “That’s awesome,” I say for the tenth time as I pretend to listen to what Emily is saying. I’m being a terrible friend, but Tinsel has somehow gotten under my skin, and I can’t get her out of my head. 

      “Looks like a full house at Snow Baked.” 

      I park out front and see she’s right. The place is packed, but there’s no patrol car in sight. I know for a fact Tinsel is supposed to be on duty, and she’s usually here at the same time every morning. Which is the only reason I come with Emily now. 

      It’s the busy season, and I should know because the Inn is booked solid for the next two months. I love being busy and having so many visitors in town, but it does make it hard to get around at the best local spots. 

      When we walk inside, I immediately scan for Tinsel but don’t see her. Frostie has two other helpers with her today, and they’re busy making coffee and taking orders. Emily and I wait in line, and I’m fidgeting the whole time. It feels like it takes hours but is probably only a five-minute wait before I get to the front. 

      “Hey guys, what can I get—” 

      “Where’s Tinsel?” I ask a little more forcefully than I intended and cut off Frostie in the process. 

      “Um.” She glances up and then her eyes quickly move away as she shrugs and pretends not to know. “I think she took a sick day.” 

      “Aww, that’s too bad,” Emily says, and Frostie latches on to it. 

      “I know, right?” 

      She’s lying. 

      “A sick day.” I scoff because Tinsel has never taken a day off in her life. 

      “It’s true.” Frostie’s voice goes up higher, and it’s all the proof I need. 

      “You can drive back,” I tell Emily as I pass her the keys. “I’m going upstairs.” 

      “That’s breaking and entering!” Frostie calls out after me, but I ignore her as I walk to the back of the bakery. “This is an outrage.” I hear some of the people in line laugh as I push open the door to the kitchen and then walk out the back. 

      A set of stairs takes me up to the apartment on top of the bakery, and when I get to the door, I hammer on it loudly with my fist. There’s music coming from the other side, and I pound on it again to get Tinsel’s attention. 

      “Jesus, get your panties out of your ass—” She stops talking when she swings open the door and sees me standing there. “What are you doing here?” 

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I say, and when she narrows her eyes, I’m reminded of how much I love fighting with her. 

      This is what I’ve missed the past two days. The banter, the tension, the way her eyes soften at the corners when she’s smug. Shit, I’m obsessed with her. 

      “I live here, Jack-ass.” She crosses her arms over her chest, and I realize she’s wearing my shirt. 

      She’s wearing my fucking shirt! 

      “Nice nightgown,” I say as I take my time looking her up and down. My eyes linger on her bare legs, and I have no shame. 

      “It’s laundry day,” she rushes to say, and the lie sticks in her throat. “This, um, was all I had left.” 

      “Yeah?” I say as I step into her apartment and move close. “Well, I’m here to get it back.”
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      Why is he here? It can’t really be over a shirt. I got a small peek into his massive closet, and it’s bigger than my whole bedroom and filled with clothes. 

      “No.” I drop my arms and then fold them over my chest again protectively. 

      “No?” He repeats the word, a smile pulling at his lips. 

      “Did I stutter?” He takes a step toward me, and I retreat a step. Damn it! I have to keep space between the two of us. It’s been working for the past few days. It’s been hard to avoid him, but I have to. Not only because I’m embarrassed, but my emotions are all over the place. Now he’s here, and I have to get him to leave. 

      “You didn’t stutter.” He kicks the door closed behind him. Oh crap. What’s happening here? “Now give me my shirt.” He holds his hand out. 

      “Are you serious right now?” I glare up at him, which is hard with him towering over me. 

      “Dead serious.” 

      “You know I’m a cop, right?” 

      “Don’t care,” he clips. The power dynamic has changed, and now I’m not sure I ever really had it. 

      “Clearly because you won’t even pay your tickets.” 

      “Fine, I'll write a check to the city.” 

      “That’s not the point,” I mutter. 

      “I’m starting to wonder what the point is.”

      “The point, Jack-ass, is that…” I trail off. What is the point? He tilts his head to the side while waiting for me to finish. He’s not letting me off the hook. “The point is we don’t like each other and—” 

      “I never said I didn’t like you,” he cuts in, and I roll my eyes. He’s full of it. 

      “I’ll return your shirt later. I can swing by and leave it at the front with Emily.” 

      “I’m already here.” 

      “Isn’t she waiting downstairs for you? I know you’re a jerk to me, but you don’t need to be one to her. She’s nice.” 

      “She is,” he agrees, and a flash of anger hits me hard. Before I know what I’m doing, I shove Jack’s chest. 

      “Get out of here.” He doesn’t budge even an inch. What is he made of, concrete?

      “I’m not going anywhere. Not without my shirt.” 

      “Fine!” I pull it off and throw it at him, leaving me standing there in only my panties. 

      He catches the shirt and then his eyes roam up and down my body. I refuse to cover myself because I won’t give him the satisfaction. 

      “You’re playing with fire.” 

      “Excuse me?” I put my hands on my hips, wondering what he means by that. 

      “Tinsel.” My name comes out as a warning, and the air in the room changes. It thickens somehow, and the space gets smaller.

      “That’s my name,” I bait. I’m not sure if I’m trying to provoke him, but I have no idea what I’m expecting to happen.

      “Are you always so eager to get naked in front of men?” 

      “You always stare at naked women when your girlfriend is downstairs?”

      His expression changes to confusion. “Are you talking about Emily? She has a man. Everyone knows that.” 

      My fingers twitch, and although it’s getting really hard to not cover myself, I’m not losing this battle of wills. He’s not making an effort to look away or leave. In fact, his eyes are still traveling up and down my body, over and over. 

      “Does her man know she comes and goes from your place and you two get breakfast together every morning?” 

      “First off, Emily is like a sister to me. Secondly, I don’t poach women that are in relationships.” 

      “How noble of you. It's nice you ask before you bang them.” 

      “Tinsel, your attitude isn’t going to work with me right now.” 

      “What are you going to—” My words are cut off as Jack descends on me. 

      I’m in such shock that I don’t realize what’s happening until he has me bent over the side of the sofa and my hands are tied behind my back with his shirt. I try to push up, but it’s useless. His hand on my back keeps me pressed down as the other yanks my panties down my thighs. I try to press my legs together, but he stops me by blocking it with his foot. 

      “What the hell are you doing?” My voice quivers as a thrill of excitement rolls through my body. 

      “Honestly, I’ve got no fucking clue, but you’ve had this coming.” His hand comes down on my ass, and I let out a loud gasp. 

      “You did not just do that,” I hiss. “Did you just spank me?” His hand rubs the spot he smacked before he does it again to my other cheek. “I’m an officer of the law.” My protest comes out weak. 

      “Give me a ticket.” He rubs the spot he spanked again, and although I tell myself to fight, I don’t move. His hand slips down farther between my thighs, and I close my eyes, knowing what he’s going to find. “Shit, I think you like it almost as much as I do.” 

      His finger slides through the folds of my sex to gently stroke my clit. Too gently. It’s not enough pressure to get me off, only to tease. 

      “So wet.” He says it like he’s surprised. 

      “It’s been a while, and a girl has needs. I haven’t had a chance to get them filled.” 

      “Love, you better be teasing me.” His finger slips lower, and I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t cry out. “Guess I’ll find out for myself.” 

      He spreads my thighs until the panties around my knees won’t let them go any farther. When I feel him shift behind me, I peek over my shoulder to see him kneeling. 

      “Jack?” I whisper. 

      “You made me do this, love.” He slowly presses a finger inside of me and groans. “You’re a little liar. No one’s been inside of you.” My sex contracts around his finger, and I fight not to push back to make it go deeper inside.

      “Please.” The one word leaves me, and my clit starts to throb. I turn my face so he can’t see how flushed I am because I’m practically panting now. 

      “Please put a cock in you?” The sound of a zipper is loud in the room. Oh God, is this really happening? “Since for once you asked nicely.”

      I whimper as he presses the head of his cock inside of me, then his hand reaches around, and his fingers stroke my clit.

      “Jack,” I moan. 

      His thrusts are shallow, and he’s not really entering me any deeper. His fingers rub my clit until I cry out in pleasure. Warmth explodes through my body as I cum, and the orgasm is so hard I have to gasp for air before my body goes limp.

      Jack lets out a groan, and then I feel his cock slip out of me. A rush of warm liquid runs down my thighs, and I wonder if that’s from me or him. I don’t ask because my mind is still spinning. 

      He unties my hands then lifts me to turn and face him. Jack doesn’t say a word as his mouth comes down on mine in a hard kiss. 

      “Avoid me again and I’ll be back to give you another spanking.” I gape at him as he rights his clothes. “You can keep the shirt, love.” 

      That’s the last thing he says before he turns and strolls out the door. 

      What. The. Hell.
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      She’s avoiding me again. 

      Yesterday got out of hand, but fuck, I’ve never felt anything so good in my life. I’ve never spanked anyone before, but somehow I knew that’s what Tinsel needed, and God, did it make me hard. Her pretty round ass bright pink with my handprint across it was a sight I’ll never forget. She was so wet and needy when I rubbed her clit and watched her get off. 

      I should have thought through what I was doing before I put my cock at her opening and came inside her, but all I could do was go on instinct. The thing inside me that told me to hold her down and spank her ass was the same voice screaming at me to cum in her. All I could think about was making Tinsel my personal plaything while breeding her. 

      She wasn’t at the bakery this morning, so I decided to go to City Hall and skip the coffee. The thing that’s been weighing on my mind the most is North. As much as I want Tinsel, I need North to be okay with it too. I thought about it all night, and I’m not sure what I’ll do if he doesn’t want me to be with her. On one hand, fuck him, but on the other, he’s my best friend. He’s been like a brother to me and given me a family when I had none. 

      The more I thought about it, the more I knew that no matter what, I’m done pretending I don’t want Tinsel. Once she stops pretending she doesn’t want me too, we can do this thing for real. 

      Snow is blanketing the town now, and it looks like a picture out of a magazine. Troping really is something special, and City Hall is right in the heart of it. When I walk inside, I’m surprised to see North leaning over the receptionist desk. Joy, his new hire, is looking up at him with wide eyes like she’s a deer caught in headlights. 

      At the sound of my entrance, North snaps his head up and then says something to her I don’t catch before straightening and walking over to me. 

      “Hey Jack, what brings you in here? Another ticket?” 

      “I need to talk to you,” I say, and his smile falters. 

      “Is everything okay?” 

      “Let’s go to your office.” 

      When he closes his door, he turns to face me with concern in his eyes. “Tell me what’s going on. What’s wrong?” 

      The sigh that leaves me is heavy, and it feels like this conversion has been years in the making. I guess it actually has, but I’m finally ready to stop pretending. I’ve thought about how to say this, and I’m still not sure. I want to ease him into it so he doesn’t have a chance to freak out. I owe him a thoughtful and complete explanation. 

      “Jack, what is it?” 

      “I’m in love with Tinsel,” I blurt out and realize that this is nothing like I was planning. 

      North stands there frozen for a full two seconds, and I start to panic. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it, I mean, I do mean it, but I didn’t mean it to come out that way. Fuck, I’m doing this wrong.” 

      Running my fingers through my hair, I turn around and rub my eyes as I try to get a hold of my emotions. Since touching Tinsel and kissing her, I’ve lost all control of my brain. 

      “North, you’re like a brother to me, but you already know that.” I stare at the wall because I can’t stand to see the look of disappointment or disapproval on his face. “The first time I met Tinsel, I fell in love, but you were such a good friend to me that I didn’t want to cross that line. She’s everything to me and all I can think of. I understand if you’re angry, but I won’t stay away from her. I’ve tried, I really have, but I can’t love her from a distance anymore.”

      There’s another long stretch of silence, and I hang my head, hating that North isn’t taking this well. I’m trying to think about how better to explain this when I hear a sound that I never expected. 

      North’s laughter grows and grows until I turn around and see him bent over and grabbing his waist. There are tears in his eyes as he laughs harder, and my confusion turns to anger. 

      “It’s not funny,” I say, my voice cold. 

      North holds a finger up as he tries and fails to hold in his laughter. The last time I saw him like this was the time we got locked out of our dorm and I had to climb in the second-story window and ended up getting busted by campus security. I might have peed a little in the process, but that’s not something I like to bring up. 

      “What the fuck are you laughing at?” I cross my arms over my chest and give him another chance to knock it off. 

      “I’m sorry,” North says as he wipes away his tears and tries to catch his breath. “It’s just you were so serious when you said it.” 

      “Yeah, I know.” I’m beginning to get angry at how he’s dismissing what I just said. “I am serious about her.” 

      “No, I mean the way you said it was like I didn’t know.” He laughs again, and I stand there in confusion

      “What?”

      “Did you think I didn’t know?” He looks at me, and his smile gets impossible wider. “Wow, I can’t decide if you think I’m that stupid or you’re actually that stupid.” 

      “Watch it, North. I kicked your ass once, and I’ll do it again.” 

      “You accidently hitting me when I jumped out and scared you does not count as you kicking my ass.” North walks over to his desk and leans up against it with his big stupid smile in place. 

      “I thought I was fighting for my life.” I wave my hand to change the subject. “What the fuck, North? You knew this whole time and you never said anything?” 

      “It wasn’t my place.” He shrugs like I haven’t been suffering in silence for years. “You haven’t so much as glanced at another woman since you met her. Hell, I knew the first time I brought you home and you couldn’t stop staring at her. I just assumed that one day you two would finally figure it out.” 

      “All this time.” I feel like North lied to me, but he didn’t. It’s this strange weight off my shoulders, and now I’ve got to figure out what to do with it. 

      “You know how I feel about you, Jack. You’re my brother by another mother.” He nudges my side. “I couldn’t wish for anyone better to date my sister. But there’s one problem.” 

      “What?” I sit up, wondering what kind of bombshell he’s about to unleash on me. 

      “You’ve got to convince her of that.” 

      “Fuck,” I whisper as I look out his office window onto Main Street. “What the hell?” 

      Pushing off the desk, I go over to the window and see Tinsel walking into Carol’s dress shop. She’s wearing a long trench coat and—

      “Has she got on a wig?” North asks, and I shake my head. 

      “This is going to be harder than I thought,” I admit, and North laughs. 

      “Welcome to the family.”
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      Carol does a double take when I enter her dress shop. “What the hell are you doing, Tins?” 

      “You recognize me?!” I was sure this disguise was perfect. 

      I’m doing my best to avoid Jack at all costs. After what happened, I don’t think I can look him in the eyes. He spanked me and then came inside me before he just walked out. A girl can’t get some cuddle time? Not that I wanted any, but I would have liked the option to turn it down. 

      “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but maybe undercover work isn’t your thing.” 

      “I’m not doing undercover work,” I mutter. 

      “Then what are you doing?” Carol laughs as she rubs her stomach. I’ve never seen anyone more adorable while pregnant than her. She has the perfect little baby bump that just popped out recently.

      “What’s with all the questions? I’m the cop here. You want to tell me where you got that baby bump?” I point at her stomach, and Carol flushes. 

      “Your mama never told you about the birds and the bees?” she teases me. 

      Oh, she told me. She just happened to leave out the parts about the bees spanking the birds. 

      “Why is it even called that?” I scrunch my nose. 

      “I think it has to do with bees pollinating flowers, which symbolizes male fertilization, and the birds laying eggs equates to female ovulation.” 

      “I think they need to do an updated story.” 

      Carol snorts a laugh. “Why don’t you write one?” 

      “I’m a cop.” Why do I have to keep reminding people of this? Carol shakes her head at me like I’m ridiculous. I should investigate what bee pollinated Carol. Now that’s a mystery I’d love to solve.

      “Is there something that brought you in here? You want to get your mom a dress for Christmas?” 

      “Hey, what if I want a dress? I rocked that red sweater dress the other night.” 

      “That was Frostie’s.” 

      “Jeez, you have to call me out?” 

      “All right, let me pull some dresses for you to try on,” she challenges, and I fold like a cheap chair. 

      “Whoa, let's calm down. I was only testing my disguise.” 

      “Well, if you think it’s going to work on Jack, you’re dead wrong. He was already by the coffee shop trying to find you.” 

      “Jack who?” Carol laughs. “Wait…” I snap my fingers. “He owns that resort, right? Place is a dump.” 

      “If that’s how you want to play it. It’s not like Frostie and I didn’t see him go up to your apartment and not come down for quite some time.” 

      Great, how many people saw that? Secrets in this town never stay that way for long. It’s probably why Carol isn’t saying who her baby daddy is. I have done the math, and I think it happened when she was out of town one week, but I could be wrong. 

      “Okay he kissed me,” I admit. “But there wasn’t tongue.” The bell over the door goes off, and Frostie comes walking in. “You told her I was here.” 

      “I did.” Carol shrugs unapologetically as Frostie locks the door behind her. 

      “A business must remain open during posted hours,” I remind them, and they ignore me. 

      “You’ve been avoiding me.” Frostie puts her hands on her hips. “You didn’t even come down for your coffee this morning.” 

      “I’m the cop around here! I don’t need extra coffee and donut stereotypes.” 

      “What’s going on with you and Jack?” Frostie pushes on, determined to get information from me.

      “You mean Jack-ass,” I correct. 

      “Whatever. What’s going on?” 

      “Nothing.” I pull the stupid wig off. This thing is freaking hot. “We hate each other. Don’t you all remember?” 

      “Nah, we’ve all had bets on when the two of you would finally crack,” Carol informs me. 

      “Seriously?” They both nod. “You’re telling me that Jack-ass is a jerk face to me because he likes me? What are we, in the fourth grade?” Now I’m getting mad, though I don’t think I would mind him pulling my hair. Oh my God, Tinsel. Get yourself together. 

      “We all see how he stares at you.” Frostie nods in agreement. 

      “You mean glare. He glares at me.” 

      “At the last winter festival, there was a group of college guys here from Townsin, and they were talking about how hot you were. One was going to ask you out, and Jack freaking lost it. He grabbed one by the collar and threatened him with an ass stomping if he or any of his friends went near you.” 

      “You’re shitting me,” I grit out. “I could have gotten him on assault. That would have been a good ticket.”

      “I wasn’t sure if it was some big brother thing or jealousy,” Frostie admits. “That's why I didn’t say anything to you about it.”

      “Oh, it was jealousy. I promise you that. I’ve never seen Jack so pissed in my life.” 

      “This is bullshit! Have you been to the resort? Those little snow bunnies flock to him, and I don’t say anything, but he’s scaring off someone that might want to date me? That’s messed up.” 

      “I’ve never heard about him hooking up with them,” Carol says, and she is a pretty good source. She knows most of the good gossip. 

      “Yeah, but he can sneak them back to one of his rooms or up to his fancy secluded cabin and no one would know. Not only that, if what you’re saying is true but if he’s been into me all this time, why hasn’t he done anything about it? He treats me like a jerk instead.” Frostie cringes, knowing I’m right. 

      “I’m sure it has to do with your brother.” Carol is always trying to be the voice of reason. 

      “Then he can date my brother. I’m apparently not worth fighting for.” I turn to storm out of the dress shop, but when I wiggle the lock, it doesn’t budge. It really ruins the whole storming off in anger when you can’t get the door to open. 

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Carol drags me back. “Why don’t we give him a taste of his own medicine?” 

      “What do you mean?” I perk up at that. 

      “Tonight the resort is hosting that cocktail party they have every other Wednesday during the winter season. They do festive drinks and finger foods for the guests, but we can crash it. I’m sure there will be out of towners since we don’t date locals.” 

      “Does Jack go to these cocktail parties?” I know they’re at his resort, but I’m sure he can’t be involved in everything. 

      “Let me see.” Carol pulls out her phone and sends out a text. A second later, an alert sounds.

      “Emily said he’ll pass through to check on things but doesn’t normally stay.” 

      “Yeah, passes through to pick up some chick,” I mutter. 

      “You’re really stuck on him hooking up with other women.” 

      “Why shouldn’t I be? He’s been scaring off men I could be dating all because he might have a stupid crush on me all the while doing whatever he wants. Fuck him.” 

      “Whoa.” Frostie’s eyes go wide. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea. She’s pretty mad and owns a gun.” 

      “No, I’m doing this. Doll me up, girls. I’m going to walk into that bar and kiss the first man I see.” 

      “This is going to be bad,” Frostie says. 

      “I think it’s going to be perfect.” Carol gets an evil grin on her face. “I don’t only have dresses. Wait till you see the lingerie I have too.”
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      “You’re coming, aren’t you?” 

      “What?” I turn around to see Emily standing in the door of my office and blink away visions of my cock buried inside Tinsel. “Oh, the cocktail party.” 

      “Are you okay?” She frowns at me, but I wave her off. 

      “Just distracted. I’ll swing by for a minute or two. I’ve got some things to take care of tonight.” The main one being to track down Tinsel and make good on my promise for avoiding me. 

      “All right, I’ll see you in there.”

      After Emily leaves, I force myself to concentrate and finish up the last things I needed to do before leaving. My mind is so distracted with thoughts of Tinsel and how I’m going to make her mine. She’s so damn skittish about letting this happen, but I plan on proving that this is the only path she can take.

      How else am I supposed to live my life without her? There’s no part of my future where I don’t see her in it, and now that I’ve had a little taste of her, I want the whole fucking thing. 

      Halfway down the hall, I can already hear the music from one of the party rooms. We have a few that we rent out for weddings or events, but every week, we have a mixer. It gives the people from out of town a chance to meet some locals and let loose. I’ve been told they can be a lot of fun, but I’ve never stayed to find out. I swing by to only check in on things. 

      It looks more crowded than usual, but then I remember it’s the tourist season. This is when we get the big rush for the holidays, and tonight is at its peak. Walking through the packs of people, I say hello to a few locals and a couple of return guests I remember. By the time I get a break in the crowd, I see the bar ahead and decide having a drink might be exactly what I need. 

      As I move closer, an older couple ahead of me moves to the side, and standing there is a woman that has dangerous curves written all over her. The tight navy dress is cinched tightly at the waist and around her ass, an ass I would know anywhere. 

      Tinsel turns around and leans against the bar but doesn’t see me yet. It’s a good thing because I’m standing there staring at her and drinking her in. The top of her dress is a corset that has her tits trussed up like an offering to the gods. 

      “Fuck me,” I whisper to myself, because seeing her like this literally takes my breath. Her hair is pulled to one side, and the line of her neck makes me want to sink my teeth into it. 

      Did I suddenly become a vampire? 

      I stare at her for so long my eyes dry out, and I have to blink a few times to clear it away. Was I so worried that she would disappear if I closed my eyes? Maybe. Deciding that I can’t stand the distance between us a second longer, I make my way over to the bar and crowd her space. 

      At first she’s shocked, and then she looks around to see who is watching. I don’t give a fuck if this is televised. She knew what she was doing when she put that dress on. 

      “You’re pushing me,” I say through clenched teeth, and then I hear the bartender clear his throat. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She takes the champagne from him and brings it to her lips while her eyes stay on me. 

      “That’s the thing, love.” I put my hands on either side of the bar with her in between them. I’ve blocked her from the crowd in the room, and the only thing I see is her. “You know what I’ll do when you push me to the edge.” Bending down, I put my lips to her ear. “And you like it.” 

      Her breath catches, and I watch the swell of her breasts rise and fall. I lick my lips as I stare at them, and I don’t miss the way she watches me. The heat coming off of her could warm me for eternity, and I’d still want more. 

      “You’re wrong.” She says it with a straight face, and I smile my best cocky grin at her. That’s when I see the flash of anger that I love so much. 

      “Liar,” I say, and she turns to take a drink of her champagne. “Finish that,” I tell her, and she narrows her eyes. 

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” She takes another drink and gives me a side-eye. “Why?” 

      “Because as soon as the last drop of that is on your lips, I’m going to drag you into my office and fuck that dress off your body.” 

      The champagne flute pauses at her lips as her eyes widen. I can practically hear her heartbeat as I lean close and inhale her sweet scent. It’s so perfectly Tinsel that I’m conditioned to get hard every time I smell her. 

      “What if that’s not what I want to do?” She can’t look at me as she asks the question because we both know it’s bullshit and she’s stalling. 

      “I don’t remember asking.” 

      Normally, this would be the point where she jabs back at me or tells me she’s going to write me a ticket for something indecent. I expect her to get loud and push me away, but she does none of that. Instead, she keeps her eyes lowered as she drinks the last of the champagne and places the flute on the bar. 

      “Look at me,” I say to her, and it takes a moment before her eyes find mine. When she does, her lips are parted and glossy like she’s just run her tongue across them. “You knew what you were doing when you walked in here with that dress on. Don’t be surprised by the consequences.”

      With that, I grab her elbow in a possessive hold and cut through the crowd. There are people along the way who try to talk to us, but I ignore every one of them. I’ve waited years to have her and I’ll be damned if I’m waiting any longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          TINSEL

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This was not part of the plan. I came here to put Jack in his place, but now I’m letting him manhandle me, and damn do I love it. For so freaking long I’ve wanted his attention, and the only time I could get it was when I poked at him, and then he’d give it right back.

      It might have been me that instigated a lot of the things that happened between us, but he always gave as good as he got. Still, it doesn’t negate the fact that if he was really into me all these years, why did he never do anything about it? That shit burns.

      All those thoughts fade from my mind when Jack closes the door to his office and the sound of the lock clicking echoes in the room. I’m sure everyone saw him practically dragging me out of the party. If people weren't talking already, they will be now. I kind of hope they do. I’d overheard a few of the women that are guests at the resort talking about Jack and hoping that he was going to show up for the cocktail mixer. He did, but then they got to see him all over me. 

      I glance around his office and take in the space. It’s cozy with a fireplace that has two chairs sitting in front of it, and there’s also a couch against another wall. His desk is in front of a window that has a gorgeous view of the mountain and his home. 

      “Now what?” I try to jerk my elbow free from his hold, but it’s pointless. He’s not letting go of me now, and I’m not sure if that should scare or excite me. 

      If it was so easy for him to stay away from me for so long, it could be easy for him to walk away now too. I know I can be a bit much at times, but I’m not going to change. 

      “Now you’re going to strip for me.” He pulls his tie free as he walks over to the couch and takes a seat. 

      “Excuse me?” 

      “I’m not fond of repeating myself, love.” 

      “Don’t call me that.” 

      “I’ll call you whatever the hell I want to. Now remove that damn dress, or I’ll do it for you. I’ve stripped you before, and I’ll do it again.” 

      Damn it, why is that so hot? I hate how much I’m into him bossing me around, because it wreaks havoc on all my emotions. Why does wanting this make me feel weak? Am I giving in too easily?

      “If you want it off, you’ll do it yourself,” I challenge, trying to hold some ground. 

      For years, he’s been a jerk to me, and now he thinks I’ll strip at his demand? Okay, I might, but I can’t actually get the corset dress off on my own. Not that he needs to know that. 

      I turn around, giving him my back, and I’m ready for whatever kind of standoff we’re about to have. Jack surprises me by coming up behind me instantly and unhooking the clasps of the corset dress until it hits the floor. Now I’m standing here completely naked. With the corset top I didn’t need a bra, and since thongs have never been my thing, I decided to go without underwear altogether. 

      “Why are you doing this to me?” He scrapes his teeth up the column of my neck, and I let out a small gasp. He latches on to my neck, then I feel him sucking hard on one spot. 

      I push my ass back into him because I’m desperate for his hands, but the only part of him that’s touching me is his mouth. I want to demand he grab me, but I won’t allow myself to beg. He releases my neck, then places a soft kiss on the spot he just attacked. Then slowly, Jack bends down and picks up my dress before draping it across his desk. 

      “It’s mine now.” 

      “So I’m going to walk out of here naked?” 

      “You’ll be lucky if you can walk at all when I’m done with you.” Slowly, I turn to face him. 

      “Tinsel,” he groans, stepping back to get a full view of me. 

      “Are you just going to stare or is there a reason you brought me into your office?” I raise my chin defiantly.

      “You really don’t know when to quit, do you? You have no idea what I want to do to you.” 

      “Why don’t you tell me, Jack?” 

      A smirk pulls at his lips as he shakes his head. “If I told you, then you really would arrest me.” He steps closer, and I can feel the heat pouring off of him. “Now for once be a good girl and take my cock out.”

      My hands move before I can try and stop myself. I’m greedy for it, and as mad as I am at him, I know what he can do to my body, and I want more of it. After he left my place yesterday, I’d tried to get myself off, but I couldn’t get there. One orgasm from Jack and he ruined me. I yank his belt free before opening the button of his slacks just enough to pull his cock out. 

      “Knees,” he orders. “You brought this on yourself when you showed up here dressed that way.” 

      As if he’s somehow in control of my body, I fall to my knees. He still hasn’t touched me, and it’s driving me insane. My whole body throbs for his touch as he gives me orders on what to do next. 

      “Take me in your hand and open your mouth.” 

      I wrap my hand around the base of his cock and for a moment I just feel his hard length, tight and hot. I part my lips and finally he touches me by gripping my hair in a tight hold. 

      “You don’t move an inch. All you do is suck and nothing more.” I nod my head. “That’s my good girl.” 

      A whimper leaves me at his praise, and my breasts feel heavy as desire soaks my thighs. My clit is throbbing in time with my heart, and she’s begging for any kind of attention. It’s almost painful. 

      Oh so slowly, he slides his cock into my mouth while the grip on my hair never wavers. Then he’s gently thrusting in and out of my mouth while I kneel there and he takes what he wants. He’s pumping his cock in and out of my mouth and using me for his pleasure. I hollow out my cheeks and do what he commands. As much as this whole thing is turning me on, I want to get him off quickly. I might not know my way around a man's body, but I want him to remember this and what he’s been missing all this time. I want him to regret all the times he kept me at arm’s length. 

      “Yes, just like that,” he grunts, his grip tightening. “I’m going to cum in your mouth, and I want you to swallow it.” 

      Somehow, I let out a whimper, and it escapes around his cock as he roars my name and thrusts to the back of my throat. As his cock pulses, I swallow it down and keep on sucking. His thighs shake before he jerks back and his cock falls out of my mouth. 

      “Fuck.” His breathing is heavy, and he stares down at me with wide eyes. 

      I lick my lips then smirk. “Are we done now?” 

      Apparently that was the wrong thing to say, but then again, that was the point.
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      “Done?” The smile I give her is from the devil himself. “Oh, love, we’re just getting started.” 

      “Wha—” 

      Before she can ask her question, I’ve got her on her feet and I’m marching her over to the couch. She starts to ask something again, but I decide it’s time to stop holding back. It was all I could do not to fuck her right there on the floor, but she would’ve wanted that. It’s why she keeps pushing me, to see how far I’ll go. 

      In one fluid motion, I sit down and then drape Tinsel over my knee before pulling her ass so high in the air her head nearly touches the floor. From this angle, she can’t wiggle off my lap, and I’ve got complete control of her. 

      “Jack!” she calls out, and although I know she can’t move, she keeps wiggling to try to get away from me. 

      “Enough!” I call out and then bring my hand down on her rounded ass cheek. The loud snap of my palm on her flesh makes her squeal, and then I watch as she pushes her ass up higher in an attempt to find relief. “Do you have any idea how wet you are?” The way she’s positioned leaves her legs open, and I slide my fingers down her ass and to her pussy. “You can hear it, love. Even if you won’t admit it.” The sounds of my fingers pushing into her sex are lewd and sexy as fuck.

      “Oh god, don’t stop.” She’s open for me now as I rub her clit, and I smile as she rocks against my fingers. 

      With my other hand, I decide to push her a little further and bring that down in another loud smack to her ass while still rubbing her pussy. The sound she makes is a cross between a whimper and a moan as she keeps rubbing her pussy against my fingers while I spank her again. Back and forth I redden her ass as she climbs closer and closer to orgasm. 

      “You are acting like a brat,” I say, smacking the red spot that’s blooming on her round ass. “I think you need a good fuck to get it out of your system.” 

      “Maybe I’ll have to find someone who will give it to me.” She pops off and then stills like she just realizes what she’s said. 

      This time when my hand comes down on her, it’s the one that’s been rubbing her clit. I smack her wet pussy with my slick fingers, and she cries out and trembles. 

      “Stop pushing me,” I growl, smacking her pussy two more times. 

      Tinsel is covered in a sheen of sweat at this point, and her body is limp and obliging. She wants to cum so badly that she’s finally given herself over to my demands, and I couldn’t be prouder. 

      “That’s my good girl,” I say as I push two fingers inside her pussy and rub her G-spot. “Look how needy you are.” 

      She’s so turned on she’s dripped onto my leg and soaked my pants. I love seeing that there and knowing I’m the one that made her do it. Bending down, I brush my lips over her pretty pink ass and kiss all the places I spanked. With a few quick brushes of my thumb over her clit, she finally gives in and lets her body have what it’s been desperately searching for. 

      When Tinsel cums, it’s loud and long, and I keep rubbing her pussy to slowly drag it out. It goes on forever, and all I can do is watch how beautiful she is when she’s bathed in pleasure. 

      After the last of her orgasm has pulsed through her pussy, I gently pull her off my knee and lay her down on the couch. Her eyelids are heavy, and her cheeks are flushed as I get up from the couch. 

      “Where are you going?” There’s concern in her eyes as I lean over and give her a kiss on the lips. 

      “Nowhere.” Then I kneel on the floor and spread her thighs before I bury my face in her pussy. 

      My grip on her hips is tight as I cover my face in her release and dip my tongue in her opening. I lick over her clit and then suck on it like getting her off is my only job. She cums quickly with my mouth on her pussy and then cums again right after that. It’s like that first orgasm softened her body and gave her permission to do it as much as she wants. It’s so easy to keep getting her off like this, but now I want her on my dick. 

      “Hey,” I say, moving on top of her and pushing my pants the rest of the way down. I’m still fully dressed, but my cock is at her soft, wet opening, and my cock is hurting to enter her. “Look at me.” Tinsel’s eyes find mine as I push the head of my cock into her and hold it there. “Good girl,” I say when she spreads her knees open a little more and I slip in another inch. “Help me do it.” 

      I take her hand and move it between us so her fingers are around my length while the tip of my cock is lodged inside her pussy. She pulls on my cock for me to go deeper, so I give her only a little more. 

      “Please, Jack.” Her voice is soft as she raises her hips and then lowers them back on the couch. She does it again, and it’s like we’re fucking even though I’m not moving. 

      “Say you belong to me.” The words are out of my mouth before I have time to consider them, but I’ve never had anything that was only mine. In this moment, I realize that maybe that’s what’s been keeping me at a distance more than her brother or more than her pushing me away. Maybe all along it’s been the fear of losing Tinsel like I lost my family. “Tell me you’ll never leave me.” 

      “Jack,” she says softly and then reaches up to touch my face. 

      “Say it.” 

      “I’m yours.” There’s a light in her eyes as I thrust all the way inside her virgin pussy and seal her fate to mine. 

      I’m so fucking close from the spanking and from eating her pussy that as soon as I’m surrounded by her wet heat, I start cumming. I hold myself deep in her as I grind against her clit and fill her up. The friction is so sweet and then I feel her clench as she goes off too. 

      Together we fall into oblivion as our shared pleasure combines into one. It’s the single greatest moment of my life, and I never want to let her go.
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      With every step I take, I can still feel Jack all over my body. After that first time, things hadn’t ended in his office. We quickly went to his home, and I lost track of how many times we’d either made love or flat-out fucked. There’s really no other way to put it. At times, he seemed out of control, and his eyes took on a primal look. Then other times, he was soft and sweet, and I truly loved him both ways. 

      It wasn’t just the things we did but the things he made me say. That I belonged to him and that no one would ever touch me but him. In the moment, even though it was intense, I loved every second of it. Now that the sun has started to rise, doubt and the reality of our situation has started to come back to me. He never once said he belonged to me. 

      “This is one hell of a walk of shame,” Frostie laughs with her window rolled down. I told her to wait at the bottom of the driveaway for me. All I have on is a pair of oversized snow boots that belong to Jack and one of his sweaters that hangs almost to my knees. 

      “Shut up.” I jerk open the car door and quickly get in. 

      “Why are we sneaking out?” Frostie glances back up the driveway. I’m sure she’s thinking Jack is about to come barreling down it.

      Sneaking out was no easy feat. It was a slow creep, but thankfully, I think I wore him out. That’s my story at least. 

      “Because when he puts that mouth of his on me, I forget I don’t like him.” 

      “But you love him,” she says, and I glare over at my best friend. 

      “Whose side are you on?” 

      “Yours, I swear, but you’re not going to get far. There are only so many places in Troping a girl can hide.” 

      “It’s not about hiding. It’s about giving myself a minute to think.” 

      “You’ll probably only have seconds,” Frostie sing-songs as she starts to back out of the driveway.

      “I might have cuffed him to the bed.” That should give me a little extra time. 

      “What!” she howls. 

      “It was just one hand, and his phone was right there. He’ll be fine,” I explain, and Frostie keeps on laughing.

      “He’s going to be so pissed.” She has no idea. My ass still stings. “Why are you fighting this?” she asks when she gets her laughing under control. 

      “It hurts,” I finally admit. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Why now? I’ve been in love with that man from the moment he walked into my parents’ house, but for some reason I wasn’t good enough. What’s changed? Why now? Do I just give in after how he’s treated me?” 

      “You’ve been dishing it out as good as he has,” Frostie points out. 

      “He started it.” I fold my arms over my chest. 

      “Maybe it’s because of your brother, and he was worried about crossing that line?” I know that might be true, but why wasn’t I worth fighting for? He can marry my brother if he’s so worried about how he feels about this. 

      “It still doesn’t make up for him scaring away anyone that might have wanted to date me. God knows what he’s been up to all these years.” I close my eyes when the sudden burn of tears hits. I can’t think about him with anyone else. 

      “You really think you would have dated any of them?” I shake my head, but that’s so not the point. 

      “I feel…” My breath hitches. “Pathetic.” 

      “Oh, honey.” Frostie pulls into the back of the bakery and unclicks her seatbelt to reach over and hug me. “Men are stupid,” she whispers in my ear. “We all have our hang-ups and some of us have demons. But you’re making him chase you and I’m sure he’ll tell you why.” 

      “Maybe,” I mutter as we get out of the car. I hurry inside and up to our apartment to shower and change into my uniform. I check my phone, thinking that Jack is going to blow it up, but nothing so far.

      Later when I make it to my cruiser, my phone does go off, but it’s Carol. 

      “Hey,” I answer, putting her on speaker as I pull out onto Reindeer Lane. 

      “I think something is wrong.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I don’t know, I can’t explain it.” I can hear the fear in her voice. “I had a few spots of blood, and I just…” She trails off, unable to say more. 

      “You at your shop?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “I’ll be there in two. We’re going to the hospital.” I flip on my lights and sirens before I take off toward the dress shop. When I pull up, she’s already coming out the door. 

      “Maybe I’m overreacting.” 

      “Get in the car.” I open the door for her, and she does as I instruct. “It’s better to be safe.” 

      “Dispatch.” I call into my radio after I hop in and take off toward the hospital. 

      “Girl, you’re in so much trouble. Jack is—”

      “Sophie.” I cut her off. “I need you to call Central Hospital and tell them I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I have a pregnant woman with spotting and abdominal pain. She is twenty weeks along. Tell them I want a perinatologist and an OB on the ER floor when I get there.” 

      “On it,” Sophie responds. 

      “Wow, I’ve never seen you be serious.” Carol rubs her stomach. 

      “I keep telling you guys I’m a cop,” I tease, which gets me a small smile. “I went to training and everything.” 

      “I know. Besides, the sheriff wouldn’t have made you a deputy if he didn’t believe you could handle things when the time called for it.” 

      I pull onto the highway that leads out of town and towards the city. “How are you feeling?” 

      “I think maybe I overreacted, I don't know.” She keeps rubbing her hand across her stomach. 

      “Is there someone we should be calling?” 

      “I…ah. I don’t know.” Carol lets out a long breath, but I don’t push. This isn’t the time. 

      “Why don’t you tell me about you sneaking out of Jack’s this morning and Sophie saying you’re in trouble? That will keep my mind off things.” 

      “What the hell? Did Frostie tell you?” Carol shrugs. “Snitches get stitches.” 

      “You’re a cop, you can’t say that.” 

      “Yeah, well I handcuffed someone to a bed and left them there. I’m not sure I follow all the rules. I’m rogue.” That gets me another laugh from Carol and really that’s all I care about right now. 

      “You should talk to him. Put it all on the table.” Carol circles back to my dating life, even though I’m not sure you can call it that. 

      “It’s sex and fighting. Those are the only two cards.” 

      “Are you using protection?” She taps her belly. 

      “I’ve got a gun right here.” I tap my chest. “Vest on too.” 

      “I’ll take the avoidance of my question as a no. This isn’t about sex and fighting. Jack is a smart man. If he’s not using protection, he’s doing it for a reason.” 

      “Entrapment!” I shout. 

      “That’s not entrapment. He’d have to be luring you into doing a crime.” 

      “He is. Assault.” 

      “You’re so full of it. Or should I say full of him.” 

      “Carol! You’re supposed to be in emergency mode, not cracking jokes.” I pull off the highway as Sophie’s voice comes over the radio, letting me know the hospital staff is outside waiting. 

      “You’ll stay with me?” Carol asks, growing serious when I pull into the emergency bay. 

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I reassure her as I pray for some Christmas magic.
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      It’s late when I see Tinsel come out of the emergency waiting area and walk through the lobby. I stand up from the uncomfortable chair and realize I’ve been in that position for hours. They couldn’t tell us what was going on, and Tinsel didn’t have her phone. 

      So Frostie and I waited in the lobby in silence until we could get some news. Tinsel looks somber as she stares at the floor, not seeing either of us coming closer to her. 

      “Tin?” Frostie says, and finally Tinsel looks up. “How is she?” 

      For a half second, Tinsel is frozen as she sees me but shakes it off quickly as she addresses Frostie. “She’s going to be fine. It wasn't serious, but she needs to take it easy and try to rest.” Tinsel lets out a long sigh of relief. “Which could be sooner rather than later with how big she is.” 

      “Thank goodness,” Frostie says, and I see her grab her cell. “I’m just going to update a few people.” 

      “Why didn’t you call me?” she asks her roommate and goes to look for her phone in her pocket. “Shit, I must have left it in the car. I wasn’t thinking.” 

      “That explains one thing,” I say, and Tinsel cuts her eyes to mine. “We need to talk.” Without another word, I take her by the upper arm and lead her out of the hospital. 

      “No can do, Jack-ass. I’ve got things to do.” 

      Outside of the hospital, there’s a garden area for people to sit and enjoy the view or have lunch when the weather is warmer. Right now, it’s all covered in snow, but it’s still just as peaceful. Thankfully it’s empty when we reach it, and I let go before I turn around to face her. 

      “Enough, Tinsel,” I snap, feeling the anger course through me. “It’s enough.” 

      “I thought you’d fuck me a few more times before ending things, but I see how it is.” She goes to walk away, and I grab her hand to stop her. 

      “What?” Now my anger is melting into confusion. “What are you talking about?” 

      “All of this.” She waves her hands, and I see tears in her eyes. “You know what I was thinking when I was in there with Carol?” Before I have a chance to answer, she keeps going. “I was thinking, what if I’m pregnant and I have to do this alone like she is? What if my baby has a father that keeps them at a distance until one day, bam, they finally decide they’re worth it? I won’t do that to my child, Jack.”

      The anger that I was feeling dissolves instantly at seeing Tinsel distressed, and I rethink all of what’s happened and why she ran out on me this morning. 

      “Our child,” I cut in, and she sniffs before she tries to say something again. “No, I’m not letting you run down a train of thought that is complete bullshit.” She blinks up at me, and I move in closer, pulling her body against mine. “I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you, Tinsel. The very fucking moment. I kept my distance not because I didn’t want you but because I was afraid of losing you. I see that now, and I see how much fucking time I wasted because of it.” 

      There’s a spark of hope in her eyes, but she crushes it down quickly. “It doesn’t matter. It’s too late.” She shrugs, and I lean closer.

      “You’re right, it is too late. It’s too late to go back to the way things were before. I’ve never touched a woman since that first time I saw you, Tinsel. Did you know that?” 

      “But…but what about all the—” 

      “No one.” My voice is filled with conviction as I gently cup her face. I’ve never been some big ladies’ man. I've always wanted what my parents had, but after losing them, I had a million other things to worry and think about. “There’s never been anyone but you for me, and I’m sorry I took so long to stop being afraid. The fear of never getting to hold you in my arms at night, or seeing you walk down the aisle wearing a white dress, or watching you rock our baby, or touching your hand as we watch our grandchildren play in the snow, is so much greater than my fear of losing you. My life without those things means nothing, Tinsel.” 

      “Jack.” She says my name softly as the tears fall, but I’m right there to wipe them away. 

      “There was part of me that was afraid of what North might say, but I realized that deep down, that wasn’t what was keeping me at a distance all those years. It was just an excuse so that I didn’t get hurt.” 

      She lets out a deep breath, and I feel her body relax against mine. It might be the first time that I’ve held her that her heart and mind are truly open. 

      “I love you, Tinsel. I’ve always loved you. You won’t ever have to worry about having our child on your own or getting rid of me. You can try all you want, but you won’t push me away. Unless you really do like the chase, in which case I can oblige on special occasions.” She laughs, and I bend down to press my lips to hers. 

      “I love you too,” she says between kisses, and my heart squeezes so tightly I think it might burst. 

      “Then it’s time to make this official,” I say as I take a step back, and she looks at me in confusion. 

      “What are you—” For the second time, her words are cut off as I kneel down in front of her. 

      “Marry me,” I say, and it’s not a question. “You’re already my better half, my best friend, my pride and joy, and my soul mate. Now I want you to be my wife too.” 

      “You know I could probably find a way to write you a ticket for this.” She sniffs as her smile widens, and she holds out her hand. “But let me check out the rock, and I might let it slide.”

      “Good to know you’re open to bribes.” I kiss her finger before I take the ring out of my pocket and slide the large oval-shaped diamond onto her hand. 

      “Holy shit,” she says a little loud, and I look up at her, laughing. 

      “If I told you I bought this the day after we first met, would you think I was crazy?” I ask as I pull her against me while I’m still kneeling in the snow. 

      “I’d think you were crazy for having it all this time and acting like an asshole.”

      “It’s a good thing you love me,” I say as I grab her ass with both hands. 

      “You’re so lucky.” Her smile is wicked as she presses her lips to mine and we officially seal our fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          TINSEL

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing?!” I snap at Jack when he slips into the passenger seat of my cruiser. 

      Where did he even come from? I’d bet my life he has a tracker on me. I suppose it’s fair since I have one on his phone. Some might find it odd, but it’s not like we share a Facebook account or something. Jack doesn’t have social media, which is good because I would use it to stalk him harder.

      “I could be asking you the same question,” he says. “I didn’t call the police, so technically you're trespassing.” 

      I glare at my fiancé, and he shrugs.

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “I mean, if we were married, then this resort would be yours too, but at the moment you’re trespassing.” 

      I roll my eyes. If it was up to him, we'd have been at city hall and married already. Neither my mom nor I are having that. I might not be super girly, but I want a wedding, and more than that, I want Carol to make my wedding dress and Frostie to make the cake. As of right now, Carol is supposed to be taking it easy, so things are on hold until she’s okay. 

      “I’m undercover, and you’re ruining it.” 

      “Undercover? In a police cruiser?” Sarcasm drips from his words, so I reach over and smack his chest. 

      “Hey, I’m the one who went to the police academy. Not you. I don't tell you how to do your job; don't tell me how to do mine.” 

      “You don’t tell me how to do my job?” He chuckles. I might have made a few suggestions, but what can I say? I’m helpful. 

      “There!” I whisper as if the man in question can hear me from inside my vehicle. 

      He strolls through the front doors of the resort, right where I figured he’d end up. This is the only place to stay in town. I pull my phone out and text Emily. If he’s checking in, she’s going to have his name. His vehicle didn’t give me shit because it’s a rental, but I have a suspicion something is up.

      “You want to tell me why you’re checking this man out?” Jack grumbles. 

      “He’s been wandering around town and poking his head into places.” 

      “Isn’t that what most tourists do around here?” 

      “See, this is why I’m the cop and you're the sugar daddy.” 

      “Sugar daddy?” Jack lets out another laugh. 

      “What? I’m marrying the richest man in town. I think I get to call you my sugar daddy. I mean, look at this thing.” I hold up my hand, showing off my wedding ring. “Plus, you spank me a lot.” 

      “Fine, I’ll take it.” 

      “Good, that giant tree we put up last weekend has so much room for my gifts,” I tease him, but honestly, I’m sure Jack will be going overboard and filling all the space under it. 

      He’s been trying to make up for the years he thinks we lost. At first, I was annoyed that he waited so long to make his move but then he made me understand. He’s lost so much in his life that I can see how he thought if we did get together and things went bad that he would not only lose me but my parents and my brother too. They’ve all become his family over the years, and he was worried it could all disappear. 

      Plus, I think I needed a bit of time to grow on my own. I was young, and I know I would have been so wrapped up in him. Hell, I’m already doing it now. I moved in with him the day he asked me to marry him, and I’m already putting my touches everywhere on our home.

      I might have covered his home office in pictures of me. It was meant to be a joke, but it blew up in my face. Some of the best times I’ve had with Jack is when we’re teasing each other, but this one did go the way I planned. He loved all the pictures and thought I was being sweet when in reality I was trying to be a smartass. 

      “Are we going to talk about this stakeout and you still being on active duty?” 

      “You have no clue if I’m pregnant.” I could be knocked up, but I wouldn’t go on calls if we knew for sure. Plus, it’s not like the streets of Troping are crime-ridden. “It’s been five seconds. No way you already put a baby in me.” Damn, why does that sound hot? 

      “I’ve never been five seconds.” 

      “I don’t know; those first few times were close. Not that I can blame you. I mean, look at me.” I wiggle my brows. 

      “God, I love you.” He grips my chin, turning my head to face him and steal a kiss. 

      “I could ticket you for that. You can’t just kiss a cop.” 

      “I’ll do anything I want when it comes to you.” 

      I smile against his mouth. “I love—” I’m cut off when my phone chimes and I quickly grab it. 

      “Did Emily just give you personal information on one of our guests?” Jack asks as he reads my screen. He’s one to talk; he’s peeking over at a cop's phone. 

      “Who’s Emily?” I pretend to not know who he’s talking about. 

      “Babe.” 

      “I think he’s the baby daddy.” 

      “Baby daddy?” he asks, confused.

      “Carol’s baby daddy. He lingered outside the dress shop all morning, but it’s not open today. He even peeked in the windows and tried the door. I should go arrest him.” 

      “Under what grounds?” 

      “What if I wait for him to come out and then I walk in front of him and fall and scream that he pushed me? Then we arrest him, and the interrogation begins!” 

      “First off, that's not legal. Second of all, what’s with the we?” 

      “I wouldn’t really book him,” I say defensively. “Just a pinch of abuse of power. Men do it all the time, so why can’t I?” Jack ignores me. 

      “Thirdly, you're not flinging yourself on the ground. You’re pregnant.” 

      “You have no proof of this, and don’t say you know because I taste sweeter. I always taste sweet.” I smirk. 

      “All right, then let’s go take a closer look at the guy.” He reaches over and grabs the keys out of the ignition and pockets them. “Ticket me,” he says before he gets out of the cruiser and comes around to open my door for me. 

      Jack is full of crap. He’s not taking me in to get a closer look at anything except the couch or the desk in his office. Not that I’m going to complain. I send Sophie a message to start digging into the name Emily texted me. 

      When we walk inside, I don’t miss the man lingering at the bar near the entrance. From where he’s sitting, he can see everyone coming and going. He's really keeping an eye out. I’m not sure if I should give Carol a heads-up or not, and I don’t have time to think about it as Jack quickly ushers me into his office. 

      “Strip,” he orders the second the door is closed behind us. I do as I’m told, knowing the pleasure that awaits. 

      There’s only one thing better than Christmas morning, and that's the orgasms Jack gives me. Those are like waking up to presents every single day.
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        Several years later on Christmas Eve …

      

      

      “Is this enough cookies?” our oldest daughter asks. She’s concerned that Santa isn’t going to have enough. “What about the carrots? Should we put more out?” 

      “I think four bags should do the trick.” She pretends to think this over, but I know she’s stalling. She’s just like her mother in her thoughts and I have a sneaking suspicion she’s laid some kind of trap to catch the big guy while he’s got his bag of goodies. 

      “Fine, but you’ll be the one held accountable if I don’t get any presents.” Her eyes narrow, and it’s like looking at a baby Tinsel, only with my hair and nose. 

      “I assumed it would somehow be my fault,” I tease as I scoop her up in my arms and carry her to bed. 

      The two younger ones crashed after eating about a dozen cookies each and are fast asleep. Once I tuck her in and give her a kiss goodnight, she calls after me one last time. 

      “Daddy, I almost forgot.” She reaches under her pillow and grabs a piece of paper. “I wrote you a ticket.” 

      When I open the folded paper, a smile tugs at my lips. It says that I’m guilty of not holding her hand long enough and fines me seven games of Go Fish. “That’s a steep penalty, but you know what Mom always says.” 

      “You do the crime, you do the time,” Tinsel says from behind me as she comes in to kiss our daughter goodnight. She’s wearing a fluffy bathrobe and has just washed her face. It’s the time of day I think she looks most beautiful. “You’ve gotta keep your eyes on him.” 

      “Good thing there’s two of us,” our daughter whispers to Tinsel. 

      Maybe other men would get tired of this, but I couldn’t love it more. The two of them are co-conspirators but in the best way. After they finish sharing their secrets, Tinsel and I make our way down the hall to our bedroom. 

      “Want to take bets on how long it is before she sneaks out?” I say as I sit on the end of the bed and take off my shoes. 

      “I’m pretty sure she’s going to stay in her room all night.” 

      I don’t look up as I laugh. “How are you so sure?” 

      “We made a deal.” 

      “Oh yeah, what kind of—” My words are cut off when I see Tinsel standing before me in what looks like a red silk ribbon. It’s tied all over her body with a bow right over her pussy. The sight of her like this makes me so fucking hard I have to spread my knees to make room for my swelling cock. “Fuck.” 

      “That’s what I’m hoping for.” She winks at me as she walks closer. “The deal was if she stays in bed, she can eat four donuts for breakfast.” I lick my lips as she comes to stand in front of me. “I offered two, but she drives a hard bargain.” 

      “Is this my Christmas present?” I ask, running my fingers down the red ribbon. 

      “I thought you might want it early.” 

      “You thought right.” I slide off the end of the bed and go to my knees. Then I kiss the soft skin above the bow before I slowly untie it. 

      The ribbon curls around her body and eventually falls to the floor, leaving her bare and wet. She’s greedy for attention as she rocks her hips forward, and I won’t deny my wife what she needs.

      My mouth covers her dewy lips as I slide my tongue between them to flick over her clit. She moans, her fingers gripping my hair, and I hold her still. I’m so lost to the taste of her that I don’t realize I’ve somehow pulled her down to the ground with me. I’ve got my hands on the inside of her legs to push them wide apart so that I can feast on every centimeter of her pussy. She’s clawing at my shoulder when I fuck her with my tongue, and then I can’t stand it anymore. 

      “Turn over,” I growl, but then grab her by the hips and do it for her. “Knees apart,” I order, and she does what she’s told. “Head down, ass up.” 

      She turns to look back at me, and I know the gleam in her eyes. She opens her mouth, and I snap my hand across her ass cheek so that it stings and warms her skin. She moans and pushes her ass back before lowering her head to the floor. 

      My cock is already dripping cum as I pull it out and swipe it though her pussy lips. Then in one hard thrust, I sink home, and we groan together when she’s stretched full. Need takes over, and I pump and pump as she holds still and lets me have her. Her pussy clenches, and I know what that means. 

      “Not yet,” I say through clenched teeth and smack her other ass cheek. “You’ll wait for me.” 

      “Jack,” she whines, and I can feel her body begin to shake with the need to cum. 

      “Fuck.” 

      I move my body over hers so that she’s covered in me. Our skin slides against each other as I fuck her and she begs for me to go harder. The sounds we make are raw and primal, but there is something else that always simmers around it. 

      “I love you,” I whisper in her ear, and that’s all it takes to set Tinsel off. When she cums, she squeezes me so tightly then begins to pulse and clench as it goes on.

      My cock can only take so much before I have no choice but to give in. I pump into her one last time, and then I can feel my release pour into her. It’s heavy and hot, and I see stars in my eyes as I try to breathe. 

      It’s a long while later when I come back to reality. I hear the smile in her voice as she tells me she loves me too. We lie there on the floor holding one another as my heart rate begins to return to normal, and she kisses me sweetly on the chest. 

      “Merry Christmas,” my wife says, sitting up and looking at me like an angel with a halo of light around her. 

      “Merry Christmas, love,” I say back before I kiss her softly. 
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      Joy moved across the country to take a job as the secretary to the mayor of Troping. The only problem is, the more time she spends with Mayor North, the more time she doesn't want to spend away from him. Things between them could never work and she needs to concentrate on saving money. But one night when the power goes out, a plan is hatched and she agrees to so much more. 

      When North proposes a marriage of convenience, Joy thinks he's lost his mind. Maybe he has, but how else is he supposed to convince the woman he loves to marry him? She thinks he wants the single women in town to stop chasing after him, but in reality he only wants one woman's attention. 

      Warning: Marriage of convenience with a side of office romance is the perfect combination for a winter read. Come with us to Troping where you'll find all the best stories! 
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      I watch the snow fall on the town from my office in City Hall. My desk gives me the perfect view of the main strip of Troping. When I first moved here, I wasn’t sure how I’d take to things. I grew up in a small town in Alabama, so I knew moving to another small town wouldn’t be much of an issue. More so since I didn’t grow up in it. That's what I wanted: to escape and start anew. 

      Some people might love growing up and living in the same town their whole life, but when you’re the nerdy girl that got picked on through high school, not so much. Still, I loved the idea of a small town, so when I saw Troping, Colorado had a job opening for a personal assistant, I jumped at the opportunity. 

      Never in a million years did I think I’d get the job. It kind of just fell in my lap one day. Or more specifically fell in my email inbox. I think it might have to do with that LinkedIn page I made randomly one day. I didn’t put much effort into it and actually forgot about it. There wasn’t a lot to add since I only have an associate’s degree of general studies, which I got online. 

      During the Skype interview, I almost fell out of my seat when I saw Mayor North for the first time. They clearly make men a whole lot sexier in Colorado. We chatted about everything and nothing, but he didn’t really ask me much about my skill set. By the time the interview was done, he hired me on the spot. I was shocked. 

      Then the panic set in. I couldn’t just move from Alabama to Colorado—or so I thought. I was still living with my parents, and I had no idea where to live once I got to Troping. I was clueless on how to get there, but somehow North sensed my panic when he told me I’d gotten the job. Right away, he started checking off all the boxes that I had going in my head. He reassured me I’d have a place to live when I got here and that everything would be taken care of. North has always been true to his word. That’s one of the first things I learned about him. 

      Since I lived with my parents, I didn’t have much stuff. I worked as a receptionist for a dentist in my old town and saved up enough to buy a car the year before so I packed it with all my things and made the drive. 

      That was six months ago. 

      I’d gone from a small town that lived and breathed football to a small town that lives and breathes Christmas. This place is lit up like a Christmas tree year-round, and I kind of love it. Plus, the snow. I’d never seen it until I moved here, and even now, it can still distract me. Right now, I should be going over emails and some rezoning thing, but I’m looking through the window and watching the thick snowflakes fall. 

      The front door swings open, pulling my attention away from the snow to greet whoever has entered City Hall. Which is rather small. At the moment, the only people in the building are Mayor North and me. It’s typically that way. 

      “Good afternoon.” I give Donna a smile before pushing my glasses up my nose. 

      She grew up in Troping but only came back to town recently after passing the bar and becoming a lawyer. So I only met her a month ago even though she knows everyone. We don’t really need a lawyer around here, but maybe one wouldn’t be the worst idea. I just think she might get bored. Unless she gets her hooks into Mayor North, which I think has been her plan since she got back to town. She’ll have to get in line since most of the single women in town want North. The way he shows zero interest makes me think he might be asexual. 

      “Joy.” She barely pays me any attention even as she says my name. Most everyone here in Troping is friendly, but Donna doesn't care for me because I’m not a local. Or maybe it’s because her normal demeanor is rude. Either way, I keep a smile on my face. “I’d like to see North.” 

      “Do you have an appointment to see the mayor?” I already know the answer to my own question, but she just rolls her eyes at me. 

      “Just tell him it’s me, and I’m sure he’ll make the time.” Now she gives me a sugary sweet smile that is as fake as her personality. With the way she’s dressed up today, I’m impressed she’s wearing those heels in this weather. 

      “I’m sorry, what is your name again?” Her lips pull tight into a firm line. She can be outwardly rude, but I’m Southern. I’ll be rude while politely putting her in her place. 

      “Donna Hale, lawyer.”

      “Right, sorry about that.” I pick up the phone on my desk and ring North’s office, which is right behind me. The line barely rings and North is picking up. A lot of the time he leaves his office doors open, and I can pretty much turn around and talk to him, but for some reason he has them closed today. He might have been on a call or something. 

      “Joy.” My stomach warms like when you take that first sip of hot chocolate. It always does when North says my name. North can be stiff and by the book, and I shouldn't think of him as warm at all, but for some reason my lady business does. 

      “Donna Hale is here to see you.” The line goes quiet for a long moment. “Sir?” 

      “Joy, I told you not to call me sir.” His tone turns thick, and I press my thighs together. How does he do this to my freaking body?! 

      “Mayor North.” 

      “You know I don’t care for that either,” he scolds. I don’t know why it bothers him when I call him Mayor, but for some reason he keeps telling me to stop. I know why sir gets to me. It’s because I read a few too many BDSM books when they were all the rage. “Send her in.” He lets out a sigh as he says it. 

      “Right away, sir.” Shit, I hang up the phone before I can get in trouble for once again for calling him sir. “He’ll see you now.”

      “Of course he will.” She smirks at me. “Also, I need a coffee with two sugars,” she orders as I pull one of the doors open for her. 

      That smirk drops from her face when she spots North behind his desk. Her face lights up like it’s Christmas morning. The two of them really would make a good pair aesthetically. 

      The mayor of Troping with the only lawyer in town. That sounds right. I swear if they end up together, I’ll quit. 

      There’s no way I can deal with that woman every day. I forward the calls to the messaging system before I grab my bag. If I’m going to get this woman a coffee, I might as well get myself one as well. A cupcake too while I’m at it. The bakery is only two blocks down, and I debate if I should order her coffee wrong the whole way there.

      I decide not to because I don’t have it in me to be spiteful. One of these days, I’ll grow a backbone, but then again, Frostie, the owner of the bakery, always said her favorite thing about me is how sweet I am to everyone. 

      Honestly, I don’t know if that’s always a good thing.
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      The moment I see Donna Hale walk in my office, my day goes to shit. Well, it wasn’t exactly doing so great to begin with, but my plan has been derailed by this woman one too many times lately. 

      “Hey, Northy, how’s it going?” Her smile is nice enough, but I can’t help but notice the glint in her eyes that makes my hackles rise. There’s something about her I don’t trust, but I can’t put my finger on it. 

      Maybe it’s the fact that she finds an excuse every other day to come in here and disrupt my afternoon. There’s never a real reason she’s here, and today feels no different. Just before the door closes behind her, I catch the silhouette of Joy and open my mouth to say something to her. Before I can, she’s gone, and my heart sinks. 

      “You’ll have to excuse me, Mrs. Hale. I've got a conference call with the Colorado News that I need to take.” 

      “This won’t take long.” She practically ignores my statement and comes around my desk to get closer to me. 

      Like a snake coming closer, I back away on the pretense that I need to look at the plant sitting on the other side of the room. 

      “Miss,” she corrects and winks. “I was wondering if you’re free tonight to go over those documents I sent you. You know it’s never too soon to start your estate planning.” 

      “I’ll have to ask my sister if she’d be able to do that,” I say, knowing full well Tinsel won’t tolerate seven seconds of Donna’s bullshit. 

      “Oh.” Her smile falters for only a second before she recovers. “Well, I’m sure we can do it another night you’re free.” She clears her throat as she comes closer. “What about the Winter Wonderland Dance this weekend? You can pick me up at six. We’ll do dinner before and then—” 

      “I’m already taking someone,” I say, cutting to the chase. I don’t have time to do this back and forth with her today, nor do I want to. I don’t know how many more polite ways I can turn her down before I tell her straight out to fuck off. 

      Out of all the single women in this town, Donna is the most aggressive. Granted, there are women who try to corner me or send goodies to my office. I’ve even found a few waiting for me outside Frostie’s bakery after I grab my morning cup of coffee, but none have been as persistent as Donna Hale. 

      I’m sick and tired of having to fend people off, and I want to put this to a stop. My thoughts stray to Joy like they always do, and then I have to remind myself to focus. 

      Since we did our video interview, I’ve been utterly besotted with her. My sister pokes fun at me for being straight-laced and by the book, but nothing about hiring Joy was above board. I took one look at her and had to have her. So I did what I had to do to get her. Even if it meant paying out of my own pocket for her moving expenses and rent until she got here. The city didn’t budget for that kind of thing, but I wasn’t going to let something like money stand in the way of her coming to be with me. I mean, work for me. 

      The more time we spend together, the more I don’t like being apart. Not too long ago, she was having a girls’ night out, and I just so happened to stumble in Jingle Bar and demand she go home because there was important work that needed to be done the next day and I couldn’t have my one and only employee hungover. 

      Okay, so I made up the part about important work, but it got her out of the bar with all those men looking at her bare finger. She isn’t married, and in this town that makes you fair game. Just like it makes me. 

      That’s the problem and the solution all in one. 

      Every time I’m close to her, the scent of her drives me crazy. I can’t stand it because all I want to do is bury my face in her neck and find out where it’s coming from. The way she looks longingly at the snow like she can’t believe it’s real makes me ache to wrap her in a blanket and carry her outside in it. I watch every day as she takes her first sip of coffee and closes her eyes to savor it. That’s when I think about kissing her and seeing her do the same. 

      I’m obsessed beyond reason with one of the only people in town who doesn’t look at me in that way. If anything, she thinks I’m boring like my sister keeps saying I am. What I need is a way to get her to see me, the real me, and to convince her that I’m the man for her. 

      “Who are you going to the Winter Wonderland Dance with?” Donna asks, reminding me that she’s still here and that I’m not alone with my thoughts. 

      Just then there’s as soft knock on my door before it opens up and Joy pops her head in. “There’s a phone call for you,” she says sweetly. She’s also lying because I didn’t hear the phone ring. 

      “Joy,” I say, and Donna scowls at me. 

      “Yes?” Joy says in confusion as she looks between Donna and me. 

      “Donna asked me who I’m going to the Winter Wonderland Dance with, and I told her we already had plans to go.” 

      “Oh.” Joy’s eyes widen and then she begins to nod. “That’s right, we're going together to represent the city.” Joy shrugs and smiles brightly at Donna. “Will we see you there?” 

      I don’t like how Joy threw in that we were going as city representatives. I didn’t want this to be a work function, but I guess this is another reminder that she doesn’t see me in that way. 

      “Of course.” Donna raises her chin, unwilling to be outmatched. She walks right by me on her way out, and she’s so close I can feel her brush against my shirt. “Save me a dance.” 

      The wink she gives me is salacious, and it makes my skin crawl. Joy and I are silent as Donna walks out of the office, grabbing a coffee off Joy’s desk on her way out into the snow while wearing stilettos. 

      “Those are the wrong shoes for this kind of weather,” I say, and I hear Joy snort. When I look over, she slaps a hand over her mouth. 

      “Sorry,” she mumbles.

      “It’s okay.” There’s a beat of silence that passes between us, and I want to tell her all the things that I’m thinking. Instead, I put my foot directly into my mouth. “It’s not like you’d wear anything like that.” 

      The sparkle in Joy’s eyes dims just a fraction as she glances down at her sensible shoes. They’re actually perfect for the snow and are so cute on her feet. But instead of saying that, it sounds like I’ve somehow insulted her. 

      “Wait, I said that wrong.” 

      “It’s all right,” she rushes to say as she tries to leave my office. “The phone call was just an excuse, but you do have that conference call in a few moments. Let me go check and make sure I have the time right.” 

      She babbles on so fast I don’t have a chance to apologize or make it right. How do I keep screwing things up with Joy? Probably because I’m awkward as fuck around her. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, and instead of playing it cool and showing her how much I like her, I keep somehow insulting her and pushing a wedge between us. 

      Just great.
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      I love these shoes. I had to save up for them because I knew, moving to Troping, I would need winter boots. I also knew that I’d need some that would go with professional office wear. They came from a bargain website, and there’s a small mark on the heel, but they’re thick, and the bottoms are made for the snow. As I look at them now, I wonder if they’re ugly. I loved them the second I saw them and was sure they were perfect. I should ask Tinsel what she thinks of them, but she’s kind of a tomboy. I’ll have to ask Frostie or Carol instead.

      “Who cares?” I mutter under my breath. 

      The reason it bothers me so much is because it brings back memories from my hometown and high school. I always got picked on for something, and when I came to Troping, I wanted to break away from that whole frumpy image everyone stamped on me. There were even a few that called me the forever virgin. 

      After a moment of debate I decide not to wear the boots to the Winter Wonderland Dance. I hadn’t even planned to go, but now I’ll have to find a dress or something. I bet North will think it’s ugly too, and Donna will stand out like a star on top of a Christmas tree. Why doesn’t he go with her? I guess no one's shoes are good enough for him. North’s are always shiny and perfect, which should be impossible because he walks outside in the snow. But that’s North; his suits are always impeccable along with the rest of him. It’s annoying and lovely to stare at. My fingers often itch to mess with his hair so it’s not so perfectly in place. 

      Whatever. I’ll wear what I want. Even as I think the words, I text Carol and ask if she thinks she might have a dress for me. She owns the only dress shop in town and makes beautiful pieces. I should get a really good one and then bill North for it. It is a business thing so why not? It’s not as if we’re going on a date. It’s completely professional because it’s laughable to think of the two of us on a date. 

      I’m so full of it because I know I won’t bill him. I’ll do what I’ve been doing since he made fun of my boots, which is to avoid him. It was easy when he had the conference call but now he keeps calling me into his office to ask me random questions that he should know the answer to. He’s being odd and I wonder if it has to do with Donna. 

      I thought when I interrupted them I was saving him, but what if I was wrong? Then again, he dodged her invite to the dance so now I don’t know. That man is hard to understand at times. One second he’s this straight-laced, by-the-book man, and other times he’ll say something sweet that catches me so off guard I think I misheard him. 

      “Yo!” Tinsel shouts as she bursts through the front doors of City Hall in her sheriff's uniform. 

      “Hey.” I give her a real smile because she can always manage to make me laugh. I haven't got a clue how she and North are brother and sister because they’re nothing alike. She even went out of her way to annoy her brother by hooking up with his best friend. Okay, not hooking up—they’re engaged. Still, it’s fun to watch her ruffle his feathers. No, one does it better than her, and part of me wishes I could get to him too. 

      “It’s gonna be rough tonight. Y’all might want to head out early. Earl got his plow stuck in a ditch again.” Tinsel rolls her eyes. “Now Brandon is trying to pull him out of the ditch with his tow truck, and they look like a bunch of dumbasses even if it’s kinda funny.” Tinsel laughs. 

      “Shouldn’t you be helping?” I mean, she is the only cop in town. If you call for help, she’s who shows up.

      “I did. I told them both to go the hell home till tomorrow. They aren’t getting anything out of anywhere with how the snow is coming down out there. Plus, snow is blowing down off the mountain too. Everyone needs to bundle in for the night, and we’ll clean up tomorrow.” 

      “So we should head home early?” Now I can really avoid North. This is perfect. I can spend my night googling boots and convincing myself not to buy new ones because screw him if he doesn’t like them. 

      “I’d plan on it. I suppose you could walk, but there’s no way North could make it to his place without the roads being cleared.” 

      “All right, I’ll let him know,” I say as I stand from behind my desk.

      “I can hear you both,” North says from inside his office. Since he got off the conference call, he left the doors open. 

      “Cute boots,” Tinsel says to me out of nowhere, and my mouth drops open. Oh my god, did he tell her to say that? 

      “I swear I didn’t tell her to say that!” North jumps up from his chair. 

      “Whoa there, Mayor. That’s the most emotion I’ve seen out of you since I threw your Star Wars toy out the window on the highway.” 

      “That was a collectors’ edition, and it was still in the box.” 

      “Well, you shouldn't have done whatever it was you did to make me toss it out the window.” She shrugs. 

      “You don’t even remember what it was I did,” he hisses at his sister. 

      “Neither do you.” She glares right back. 

      “Because I wouldn’t have done anything to warrant that kind of behavior.” Tinsel rolls her eyes, but North is probably right. I don’t see him as the type to pick on his little sister. I bet he was serious even as a kid. 

      “You were probably boring me to death, so I tossed it for something to do.” Tinsel swings her attention to me. “Then he was a snitch-ass and told Mom and Dad on me.” 

      “They saw you do it! They were driving.” North is getting heated now. 

      She repeats his words in a whiny voice, mimicking him, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek so that I don’t laugh. I need to step in here, and giggling will not help.

      “Since the roads are going to be bad tonight, I’ll send out an alert,” I cut in because they could do this all day. 

      “It would be much appreciated,” Tinsel says. “Love you, bro.” She smirks at him before she’s back out the door. I follow after her and flip the new lock before entering the code since we’re closing early. We changed everything to keyless entry a few weeks ago. That way, if we need to, we can change the code instead of having to get new keys. 

      I go back behind my desk and start to send out the alerts. We have a mass text line along with a newsletter and city phone messaging center. 

      “Don’t wait for me,” I tell North. He always thinks he has to walk me out. Sometimes I drive to work if I have plans to go somewhere after work or during lunch, but today I didn’t, so I decided to walk.

      “I’m not leaving you here alone.” He comes to stand next to my desk and towers over me. I try not to fidget under his gaze as I work on the newsletter and put in all the information. 

      “It’s fine. I’m walking home, and you have to drive in that.” I nod toward the front, not taking my eyes off my computer screen. 

      “I’m not letting you walk home alone in a blizzard.” I glance up from my computer to look out the windows. It’s really coming down now. 

      “That’s crazy. I’ve never seen it that bad.” 

      “Only happens if the wind is really rough. You get the mountain snow on top of the normal snow storm.” I let out a small gasp when ice chunks start to hit the window. 

      “Crap, let me get this out.” I quickly finish the newsletter, and the second I hit send, the power in the building goes off and my screen goes black. 

      “Shit.” North walks over to the door and enters the code to try and open it. There’s no sound, and the lock won’t budge.

      “Are we stuck, sir?!” I pick up my phone and try to call Tinsel, but it shows no service. “Why isn’t my phone working?” North has a pissed-off expression on his face, and I realize I’ve called him sir again. “North?” 

      “Reception is bad during the storms.” 

      “What do we do?” I try not to panic as it sets in that we might be stuck here for a while. 

      “First, I’m going to put that old fireplace in my office to work,” he says before turning and strolling back into his office. 

      So much for avoiding Mayor North.
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      “How long will the power be off?” Joy asks for the fifth time. Only this time it sounds more panicked than the previous ones. 

      I remember a bad storm like this a few years ago, and it took a couple of days. We aren’t prepared for that kind of stay here at city hall, but telling her that might not be good for her anxiety. 

      “We’ve got plenty of blankets and firewood thanks to the storage closet, and it looks like we’ve got food in the break room courtesy of Frostie.” I try to sound lighthearted as I see the look of worry deepen in Joy’s eyes. 

      “I guess it won’t be the first time I’ve had cupcakes for dinner.” 

      “Well, I guess that makes one of us.” When she doesn’t smile at my small joke, I worry that I’ve somehow hurt her feelings again. “My dad was a dentist. I couldn’t have sugar until I was old enough to sneak it.” 

      “Really?” Joy walks away from the window and hesitates for only a second before she takes a seat next to me on the blanket. 

      “If it wasn’t for Tinsel, I probably never would have been brave enough to do it.” I feel silly telling her this, and I turn towards the window. “But she’s like the little devil on my shoulder making me do the things I know I’m not supposed to.” 

      “I can actually see that.” She smiles as she looks into the glow of the fire. 

      “What about you?” I ask, and then I see her smile falter a little. Immediately I regret the question and try to cover it up. “You don’t have to tell me if you—” 

      “No, it’s fine, there’s just not much to tell. I don’t really like to think of my time before coming to Troping because it feels like as soon as I got here, my life started.” 

      I’m not sure if she means to tell me all of this because she blushes afterwards. “Me too,” I agree, and this time, I don’t take my eyes off of her when I say it. 

      She clears her throat to break the moment and then sighs. “I’m sorry we’re stuck here when you probably had plans with someone else.” 

      “I didn’t.” I cock my head to the side and try to figure out what she isn’t saying. “You’re here with me, all day every day, Joy. Do you think I have anyone else I’d rather spend time with?” 

      Her lips press together, and she shrugs. “I’m sure you’ve got a life away from work?” 

      It comes out as more of a question, and I laugh. “That’s where you’re wrong. My life is dedicated to Troping, and I want to make it a place that’s welcoming to all. That everyone who lives here feels welcome and represented and wants to protect our peace.” 

      There’s a look in her eyes I can’t place, and then she lets out a little laugh. “That must be hard when women are constantly cornering you for a date.” 

      “Especially when it’s not the person I want it to be,” I say more to myself, but Joy’s eyes find mine. “I mean, it would be a lot easier if I was already married. Then I could concentrate on the things that matter instead of having to hide at events or turn down invitations.” 

      “Sometimes I think being married would make things so much easier. Especially financially.” She says it more to herself before she shrugs. “Oh well, maybe one day.” 

      “Or,” I say as my thoughts begin to move quickly, “what if there was a way for us to have both?” 

      “What do you mean?” The firelight glows against her skin, and I move a little closer. 

      “Just what I said. What if there was a way to keep women from coming in and out of my office or cornering me at city functions? What if there was a way for you to be financially secure just with a stroke of a pen?” 

      She pretends to look around and then laughs. “I’m sorry, sir, but I have no idea what you’re implying.” 

      There she goes with that “sir” thing again, and all it does is make me want her more. “What if we get married?” 

      “You and me?” She points between us, and her smile slowly falls. “Are you serious right now?” 

      “Why not?” I pretend to lean back casually and play it cool. “I’ve got money set aside, and I’m willing to pay for your time. No strings attached. You give me your hand in marriage and you can name your price.” 

      “You’re so willing to marry anyone, just like that?” Now there’s a cut to her voice and I sit up, trying to backtrack. 

      “Joy, you know me better than anyone, even more than my sister or my best friend. You’re the person I spend the most time with, and I never get tired of being with you. We’re already together all day every day—why not sign a piece of paper making it official?” 

      She bites her bottom lip as she seems to think it over. “This sounds crazy.” 

      “It does.” I laugh. “But it also makes a lot of sense. I’ve always been a rule follower and done what everyone has expected of me. This might be the craziest thing I’ve ever come up with, but at the same time, I’ve never been more sure.” 

      “Would I have to live with you?” She’s asking more questions, so I might just have her on the hook. 

      “Yes, but my place is big enough that you can have your own rooms.” I don’t mention that she could also have mine. 

      “Would we tell people?” 

      “I wouldn’t want to hide it.” The thought of lying about Joy being my wife makes a flash of anger slide through me.

      She’s quiet for a long moment, and I can practically hear her thinking it over. “But what about chemistry?” The question is soft, but it’s loud enough for me to understand what she’s asking. 

      “You think people won’t believe it?” 

      “I mean, yeah.” She looks between us and then waves a hand at herself. “What if being together is awkward and awful? How would we convince anyone this is real and solve your problem of being hit on?” 

      “Well,” I say as I move a little closer, “we could always make love and see if we’re compatible.”
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      There’s no way that he said we should have sex. No, wait—he said make love. He wants to see if we’re compatible for marriage, but what happened to separate rooms? 

      North leans in closer, and it’s the same way when he comes up behind my chair while I’m sitting at my desk. He’ll brush against my shoulder a few times each day, and I always get this thrill of excitement when it happens. Which should really show how lame I am because I’m getting a thrill over the slightest contact. 

      Only this time it’s different because he’s facing me, and his mouth is so close to mine. If I tilted my chin up only a smidge, our mouths would touch. He’s offering himself up on a silver platter, and he’s waiting to see if I’ll take it. His logic makes as much sense as it doesn’t. Especially if he really isn’t seeing anyone else. 

      I wasn’t sure if he was truly single even though I’ve never seen him with anyone. I thought maybe he had someone he saw from time to time that wasn’t from here. It’s possible because the man is fine, and I don’t see him going without. Not with the way women throw themselves at him. Then again, he hates when they do that. He has his pick of women, but instead he wants a fake marriage with me. Why not have a real one? Maybe no one in Troping appeals to him, which I can understand to a degree. No one does for me either, except him. 

      “But you hate my boots.” Oh god, is that really what I just said? North’s lips twitch into a half smile. 

      “I think your boots are perfect and practical, but you won’t need them for this.” 

      “Right,” I agree as my eyes bounce back and forth between him and his mouth. “Because we’ll be naked.” This time, he actually laughs. Why do I say the worst stuff? Of course we’ll be naked. “I mean, sometimes people don’t get completely naked when they have sex.” Right? I’ve read it in books and seen it in movies.

      “I want you completely naked, Joy.” 

      “I only get naked in the shower,” I blurt out. If I don’t stop talking, I’m going to throw myself into this fire.

      “Most people do.” He’s smiling as he leans the rest of the way in and presses his lips against mine. 

      I sit there unmoving as Mayor North kisses me because shock has rendered me unmoving. 

      “Open for me,” he says between kisses. “Let me in. I’m dying to know if you taste as sweet as you smell.” 

      His tongue glides across the seam of my lips, and I let out a small gasp. I’m not sure if it’s because of his words or the feel of his tongue against my lips, but he lets himself right in. 

      He slips into my mouth, and the kiss is slow and tentative, like he’s trying not to spook me. He’s taking his time, and before I know it, I’m kissing him back. I’m surprised by my own need as this sweet, tentative start turns heated and hard. It’s like a switch has been flipped, and then I pull back suddenly, gasping for air. 

      My mouth is tingling as I reach up and touch my lips. What the hell just happened? North’s hand slides out of my hair, and I realize at some point he must have pulled my ponytail out.

      “I think we’re compatible.” He shifts, and it’s then that I notice I’m in his lap and straddling him. My hands grip his shoulders as he holds on to my hips, and somehow during all of this, I’ve clung to him without being conscious of my movements. 

      “I don’t know what happened.” I lick my lips, wondering how long we were kissing. The way my mouth is still tingling, it could have been hours. Any chill I felt is now gone, and I know it’s not because of the fire.

      “What happened is that I was right. I’ll have the paperwork drawn up, and we’ll sign on the dotted line when we get out of here.” 

      “North.” I shake my head. “I don’t know.” I don’t want to get married to be someone’s buffer. Then again, it would be nice not having to watch women paw at him. That always drives me nuts. 

      “I love the way you say my name and how you draw it out.” 

      “Is that why you don’t like when I call you sir?” I ask.

      I should move off his lap but I don’t. The sensation of his hard cock pressing into my sex feels too good. I’ve turned him on, and that beats any thrill I’ve ever gotten from those shoulder brushes. There’s no coming back from this night, and I know that now. 

      He tugs on the end of my hair and shakes his head. “No, when you call me sir, it makes me think of things I shouldn't. Things I’d never considered until that word passed between your lips.” 

      “Is it my accent?” I suggest. 

      “It’s all of you, Joy.” 

      I considered his offer, and it’s so damn tempting. I idly wonder what kind of husband North would make, but then, this is a marriage of convenience. 

      “Maybe this kiss was intense because it was ah…” I lick my lips, not wanting to admit this but knowing I have to if we’re taking this further. “It was my first.” 

      North tenses, and I wonder if that changes things. I’m sure he’s realizing there’s no way people are going to buy the two of us together. 

      “No one has ever kissed you before?” He says it like it’s the craziest thing he’s ever heard in his life and I shake my head.

      In a flash, I’m on my back and pinned below him while his wide body hovers over mine. 

      “Maybe that’s why it was so intense?” I suggest again, but now my breathing is heavy. 

      “No, sweetness, that's not why.” His blue eyes are so much darker now. 

      North has my hands pinned above me as his big shadow looms over me. The man I’m staring up at isn’t the North I’m used to. I love the idea of seeing a side to him that others don’t, and that’s when the familiar thrill comes rushing back. 

      “I don’t understand. We’ll have sex but sleep in separate rooms?” 

      “You need to be used to my touch so yes, we’re going to have sex. We’ll work out the sleeping arrangements later, but for now, I need you.” He grinds his cock against me, and I can’t stop my gasp. 

      “Yes,” I moan when he does it again, and he takes it as confirmation. 

      I’m not sure if I’m agreeing to the sex or the marriage, but right now it’s probably both.
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      There’s too many thoughts flooding my brain all at once that I can’t fully grasp what’s happening, even though it feels like my hands are weighed down with concrete. I want to rip at Joy’s clothes and strip her bare, but it feels like my body isn’t listening to my brain. 

      I’ve thought of this moment, dreamed of it, for so long, and now that it’s finally here, I want to memorize all of it. The need to know every freckle and every perfect curve of her body is desperate and clawing at my insides. Part of me wants to hold her down and sink into her until I don’t know my name, but the one that’s in control is forcing me to go slow. 

      “Taste you,” is all I can manage to say, and I realize I’ve forgotten how to speak. The moment she told me yes, I lost the ability to do anything but love her.

      My hands lift her off my lap and lay her back on the blanket in front of the fire. My mouth is frenzied as I unbutton her shirt and then descend on her like I’ve just hunted her down. I might as well be some kind of animal with the way I’m feasting on her skin, but it’s like I can’t get enough. The swell of her breasts is the appetizer, and I make sure to lick my plate clean. 

      “North, wait.” 

      Her words stop me, but then I realize her fingers are going to the front clasp of her bra and unhooking it for me. In all my dazed need, I was trying to rip it open, but this probably makes more sense. 

      When I see her tight nipples, there’s a growl in the back of my throat, and once again I’m on her. I suck one and then quickly move to the other as I greedily go back and forth. She’s whining with need, and without knowing it, I look down to see I’ve pinned her hips to the floor. She’s trying to find relief, but I’ve got her at my mercy, and I smile. 

      Fuck, if I knew it was going to feel this good to dominate her, I would have done it the first day I laid eyes on her. That’s what I felt like doing, but somehow managed to control myself. Now that control is long gone, and there’s nothing standing in the way of having her every way I want. 

      My fingers go to her pants, and then I feel her helping me as together we push them off along with her panties. She’s bare under me now, and I sit up to look down at her spread out before me. She says something, but I’m so obsessed with seeing her like this that I don’t catch it at first. 

      “North?” Joy’s hands start to cover her body, and I shake my head as I grab her wrists. 

      “No.” The one word comes out hard as I pin her hands to the blanket. “Now that I’ve got you, don’t try and take it away.” I lick my lips as I slowly look down at her body and then back at her eyes. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I just needed a second to breathe.” 

      She flushes pink on her cheeks, and I feel her body begin to relax again. “I wasn’t sure if you liked what you saw.” 

      “Liked?” I let out a humorless laugh. “There’s not a word for what I feel when I look at you.” Bending down, I brush my lips against hers, and then I feel her kissing me back. “Now I want to taste how wet you are.” 

      She gasps as I move lower and then spread her knees wide. I stare down at her pussy and settle between her thighs and get comfortable. I’m going to be down here a while, and I want to take my time. Her wet lips are shiny with her desire, and when I lean forward and inhale, my eyes roll back. Fuck, she smells better than I ever imagined, and my mouth is watering. 

      When I first taste her, she tries to wiggle under me, and I throw my arms over her hips to hold her down. That’s when I bury my face in her pussy and lick every inch of her. It takes her a little bit, but the more I lick and suck, the more she relaxes. Soon enough, she’s rocking her pussy against my face and trying to chase my tongue as it circles her clit. 

      “That’s my girl,” I say when she bears down, and I push two fingers inside of her. She’s so fucking tight, but as I curl them inside her, she cries out my name. 

      Just as I suck on her clit, I feel her climax peak, and she finally lets go. Her orgasm goes on for so long that it turns into another, and she’s screaming as she goes off. It’s like a drug seeing her so lost in pleasure, and I can’t stop eating her pussy. Over and over she cums as I keep her pinned in place while I lick her. I want this memory burned into her brain, just like it’s going to be in mine for the rest of my life. 

      She’s limp on the floor with wet hair clinging to her temples and a sheen of sweat over her body. I lick my fingers clean as I sit up and strip off my clothes. Joy can hardly keep her eyes open to watch me undress before I’m on top of her body and moving between her legs. 

      “Shh, it’s all right, I’ll be fast,” I say, pushing apart her legs, which have turned to jelly. 

      “North,” she moans when the blunt tip of my cock pushes through her puffy folds. 

      “One quick pop and then you can go to sleep.” 

      I grip the blanket with my fists as I thrust hard one time and go all the way in. She’s so fucking wet that I slide right through her virgin pussy and she only winces a little. Every muscle in my body is tight, and I’m almost shaking with need. As easy as I can, I pull out and then thrust back inside her warm, wet heat one more time. 

      That’s all it takes before I’m cumming in her in a flood of heat and pleasure. It’s like lightning is going down my back and out of my cock as I empty my soul into her body. It’s the hardest and fastest I’ve ever cum in my life, but I wouldn’t expect anything less from being inside Joy. I always knew it would be like this—absolute perfection. 

      I should probably be embarrassed that I came so quickly, but knowing that I got her off so well before goes a long way to soothe my pride. Also, I’m still hard as a fucking brick, so maybe I can convince her to let me cum in her again before she passes out. 

      Leaning down on my elbows, I try to keep my weight off of her body as I brush my lips against hers. She’s still half asleep as I kiss her and whisper how perfect she is and how lucky I am she let me be inside of her. I tell her all the things I feel without telling her my deepest secret. 

      That I’m in love with her and I have been since the moment I saw her on the video chat. Maybe I’ll be able to say it once the papers are signed and there’s not a chance of her running from me. But until then, I’ll tell her how I feel in every other way that counts.
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      “Sweetheart.” 

      Although I like the sound of the word, I try to roll over because I don’t want to wake up yet. Did I leave the TV on? No, it must be an audiobook. 

      “Sweetheart.” This time, fingers brush my cheek, and it startles my eyes open. Now I’m staring up into North’s blue eyes, and I’m not in my bed. 

      The night before comes flooding back, and I press my thighs together when I notice the small ache between them. I didn’t know something could hurt yet still make me want more. I’m wet and sticky there too, and it’s because North released inside of me multiple times. My mind starts to whirl with what that could mean, but North breaks through my thoughts. 

      “The power’s back,” he informs me, and I sit up so quickly I almost knock him over while trying to hold the blanket to cover my naked body. He’s fully dressed, and I wonder what the hell happened. Now that I’m sitting up, I notice more of him leaking out from inside of me. God, he really didn’t hold back. 

      “What time is it?” I ask, managing to get out a full sentence. 

      “A little after ten.” 

      “Morning or night?”

      He smirks. I’m not so sure what’s funny because it’s an honest question. “Morning, sweetheart. We didn’t pass out until well after midnight.” 

      My face flushes with heat as I remember him waking me once in the middle of the night to have his way with me again. He’d been insatiable. Every touch was filled with passion, and it was a side of North I didn’t know was there. It made me fall even more for him, but now that he’s dressed and calling me sweetheart, I’m not sure what to say or do next. 

      “I should get dressed,” I finally mumble when he doesn’t say anything else. 

      He’s still just kneeling on the floor and staring at me. The fire is out, but the office is warm, and I guess the power must have come on a few hours ago. 

      “Yes, I need you to hurry.” 

      As he hands me my blouse, his words sting, and I snatch it from his hand. I turn and try to find my bra, but then I hear him behind me. 

      “Looking for this?” I glance back at him, and he’s not smirking anymore. Now he’s full of smiles while he holds my bra between his fingers. 

      “Thanks,” I mutter, snatching that from him too. 

      He watches as I dress, and although I want to tell him to turn around, what’s the point? The man has seen and licked every inch of me at this point. Not to mention he seems to like what he sees while he watches me. Still, there’s a distance between us, but it could be me. I have no clue what we’re doing from this point forward. 

      “Here.” He steps towards me and tucks a piece of hair behind my ear once I’m fully dressed. Including my ugly boots. His fingers brush down my jaw as he leans down, and I realize he’s going to kiss me. 

      Okay, so this is what we’re doing now. Maybe it’s a farewell kiss, but either way, I close my eyes because I want his mouth on mine. 

      “North!” Tinsel’s voice echoes through the building, and North steps back as my eyes open. A moment later, the office doors swing open, and her eyes bounce between us. “What the hell is going on?” 

      “How are the roads?” North ignores her question and asks his own. 

      “Plowed.” She smirks as her gaze lingers on me in a knowing way. I want to fall into a hole because obviously there’s something giving away what happened last night. I fight not to glance down at myself to see if I missed a button. Not that it matters because my face is flushing, and it’s telling Tinsel all she needs to know.

      “Good.” North straightens his tie. “Judge Banks said he'd be down once the roads were cleared.” Both Tinsel and I give North a puzzled look. Why is Judge Banks coming here right now? He’s actually a retired judge, but everyone still calls him Judge Banks. 

      “Wait.” Tinsel holds her hand up. “First off, why is Donna telling everyone you’re dating Joy?”

      “We’re not dating,” North says without missing a beat, and I try not to flinch at the quickness of his response. 

      “Not dating?” she asks again, and her eyes narrow on her brother. I think she might be getting pissed, but I’m not sure why.

      “Nope.” 

      “Why is Banks coming here then? Is there something I need to know? I am the sheriff in this town.” She puts her hands on her hips. 

      Tinsel is in full uniform, and it’s so strange. Out of uniform, she can be sweet and unassuming at first glance. In uniform, she’s intimidating because she gets that same irritated expression North can put on. In some ways, they are a lot alike. In others they are total opposites.

      “Did you think I called you here without a reason? Where’s Jack?” 

      “I’m here.” Jack pokes his head in the office like he’s been there the whole time. I guess he wasn’t visible from where we were standing. 

      “What’s the reason?” Tinsel asks, still glaring at her brother. 

      “I need witnesses.” North walks over to his desk. 

      “Bro, when you’re going to commit a crime, you don’t want witnesses or a judge. You’re the worst at being bad. You should leave it to me.” She throws her hands up. 

      “Tinsel, I’m not sure that’s the way an officer of the law should speak,” a deep, gravelly, familiar voice says as Judge Banks walks in. I glance down at myself to make sure nothing is out of place while everyone else is distracted with his arrival. 

      “This was a sting operation, Judge Banks. You just blew my cover,” Tinsel responds quickly with a straight face. 

      “Right.” Judge Banks chuckles as he strolls in. What is happening here? “Joy.” He gives me a warm smile that reminds me of my grandfather. 

      “Judge.” I smile back. 

      “Have you got the paperwork?” Judge Banks asks North as he walks over to where he’s standing. North hands him something, and Judge Banks nods. “All right, come on over, dear.” Judge motions to me, and I move toward him as he places the paper back down on North’s desk. 

      “Do you need me to sign something?” I ask, trying to steal a peek at whatever it is. 

      “We’ll get to that, but first…” Judge Banks clears his throat. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the joining of two lives.” 

      Tinsel and I both gasp, but that doesn’t stop Judge Banks. He goes on with the ceremony, and before I know it, North is pressing a chaste kiss to my lips and then having everyone sign on the dotted lines.

      “Where the hell is Grandma’s ring?” Tinsel speaks first after Judge Banks says his goodbyes and leaves the four of us alone. I’m still in shock. He really did it. We got married. “Seriously?!” she snaps. 

      “This was last minute. I’ll get our rings as soon as we’re out of here,” he tells his sister. 

      Tinsel cocks her head to the side, and I can tell she wants to say more, but she doesn’t. I bet North will get an earful from her later on. Whatever it is, she doesn’t want to say in front of me. I’m guessing Grandma’s ring is something that’s passed down in their family and now belongs to North. 

      North didn’t say he’d get me a ring. He said he’d get us rings because the truth is, this isn’t real. It’s the smack of reality that I need because for a moment when I’d stared into North’s eyes and repeated my vows, it felt real, and I let myself get lost in the moment. 

      I even brushed off his quick kiss because I didn’t think North would be one for PDA. I never thought I would be either, but the idea of North openly showing me affection leaves a longing deep inside my heart. No, I suspect he would only do that for the woman he’ll give his grandmother's ring to. Maybe. 

      “We should host a celebration at the lodge.” Jack drapes his arm over Tinsel’s shoulder, trying to cut the tension between brother and sister. If anyone can wrangle the two of them, it’s him. Jack is North’s best friend, after all. 

      “My wife loves Frostie’s cupcakes. You think we could get her to make a cake?” North suggests. 

      Wife. 

      He called me his wife, and now it’s starting to sink in that Mayor North is my husband.
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      “Since you’re already hosting the Winter Wonderland Dance on Saturday, why don’t we use that as the announcement?” I say to Jack, who raises an eyebrow at me. 

      “If that’s what you want,” he agrees, and just as Tinsel is about to interject, Jack takes her by the waist and leads her out of the office. “Why don’t we give the newlyweds some time alone? See ya later!” Jack calls over his shoulder before the two of them practically bolt out of the door. 

      “Is that okay with you?” I turn to Joy, and I see a million emotions pass across her face before she finally shrugs. 

      “Yeah, I guess we’ll have to get it over with at some point.” 

      “Get it over with?” The words taste sour after I say them, and I wonder what’s happened. She seemed happy during the ceremony as we said our vows, but maybe I messed up with the kiss. I didn’t want to embarrass her or push her to do more in front of everyone. I know she can be shy at times, and even though I wanted to take her to the floor and have her all over again, I held on to my control. 

      “Sorry.” She shakes her head and then looks around the room. “That’s not how I meant that to come out. It’s just been a long day, I guess.” She glances at her watch and then smiles. “I mean morning.” 

      “We’re closing the office for the day,” I say as I go over to the desk and grab her bag. 

      “Closing?” She glances around again like the answer will jump out at her. “You can’t just close a city office.” 

      “If being the mayor doesn’t get me a few advantages, like closing the office on our wedding day, I don’t really know why I’m doing this job,” I tease, and finally I see a hint of a smile as Joy lets me help her put on her coat. 

      “What on earth are we going to do?” 

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her all the things I want to do with her, but I decide that maybe she’s feeling awkward about last night and I should go slow. “How about we start with breakfast? I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.” 

      Just then her stomach growls, and she covers her mouth to keep from laughing. 

      “Yeah, I think I could eat,” she finally says.

      “Then allow me to feed my wife.” I hold out my elbow, and when her hand slides through it, I think to myself how perfectly she fits against me. It’s almost as perfect as how she fits in my heart, but I keep that to myself. 

      After we go to the diner in town, Joy begins to lose some of her tension from earlier. It’s nice being able to watch her now without having to make an excuse to do so. She’s my wife, and of course I get to stare at her and touch her when I want. People in the diner watch us, and I see a few people whispering, but I’m sure news of our nuptials has already spread like wildfire. The fact that when I got up to pay they told me it was taken care of led me to believe that the talk had already begun. 

      Once we finished with breakfast, I held Joy’s hand, and we walked to the jewelry store in town. I wasn’t kidding when I told her I was buying bands, and seeing the look of surprise on her face when I pulled her inside, she must have thought it was a joke. 

      “I didn’t know your size,” I say to her as I hold her hand out in front of me and trace her ring finger. “Will this one do?” I take the gold band with small diamonds going all the way around it and slide it on until it sits perfectly in place. 

      Looking up into Joy’s eyes, I see small tears begin to form before she clears her throat and nods. “Yeah, it’s great. Thank you.” Then she smiles as I hold out my hand and wait for her to pick up the gold band and put it on me. “Are you sure?” 

      “Are you really asking me?” It’s my turn to smile down at her. “I already signed the paperwork. I’m not backing out over a piece of jewelry.” The feeling of her sliding my wedding band on is warm and comforting, and when I look down at it, I’m filled with a sense of pride. “I think I like the look of it.” 

      I flex my fingers a few times to try it out, and a little while later, we leave the store hand in hand. My grandmother's ring is at my house, and although I have the urge to run home and get it, I don’t want to do too much to scare off Joy too fast. 

      “North,” she says a little while later when we’re in the car on the way home. I could feel her getting nervous when I turned into the driveway, so I shut off the car and face her. I see worry etched in her brow, and I take her hands in mine. “This is crazy, right? Do you feel like this might be the craziest thing any two people have ever done?” 

      “I’m not sure about that.” I reach up and tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Jack wanted to marry Tinsel, and I think that’s pretty insane.” 

      The corners of her lips turn up in spite of herself. “You know what I mean.” 

      “Did Tinsel ever tell you about my grandparents?” I ask, and she shakes her head. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll tell you.” 

      The task seems to calm her nerves, and when we go inside, I take her to the living room so we can sit on the sofa and talk. I start a quick fire and bring her some hot cocoa before I settle in beside her. 

      “My grandmother came to Troping when she was about nine years old. She was the new kid in a small school, and my grandpa was in the same grade as her.” 

      “Did she love him right away?” Joy asks, and I shake my head. 

      “Oh no, far from it.” I laugh. “She hated him, and it has to do with a game of marbles. She says she was beating him, and he got mad and messed it up. He never admitted to that, but that was always her story.” 

      “So what changed for them?” She sips her hot cocoa, and there’s a cute little layer of marshmallow on her lips. I watch her lick it off. 

      “Well, just because my grandmother didn’t feel love right away, that didn’t stop my grandfather. When he told the story, he said that she loved marbles and would challenge anyone in the school to a game. One day he got the courage to play against her, and after a while, she was winning. The problem was he had a shot he could have taken to beat her. So instead of taking the shot, he messed up the game so she would think he was a jerk.” 

      Joy laughs and furrows her eyebrows. “Why would he do that?” 

      “He said that he knew he could come back from being a jerk, but that he couldn’t come back from beating her at something she loved.” I shrug as I look in the fire and think about what I would have done in his place. “He said he knew the moment he first saw her that she was the one, but he had to work to convince her to feel the same.” I take her hand in mine and run my thumb over the band on her ring finger. “He told me that sometimes love takes a little time to meet in the middle.”
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      The story North told me about his grandparents was the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. When you come from a town that is Christmas all year long, there are dozens of sweet love stories. But that one is my favorite by far, and it’s no wonder a lot of people say there is magic in the air here. The longer I live here, the more I believe it to be true. 

      I spin the wedding band around on my finger and think to myself that it really is a beautiful ring. One I could never afford. It’s simple, but with all the diamonds around it, it looks expensive. It’s different because it’s a wedding band and usually only men wear them. Traditionally a woman has an engagement ring and then you slide the band against it during the ceremony. I guess North and I are anything but traditional. 

      While I ate up the story of his grandparents, I understand why North didn’t give me that ring. It’s a big deal, and it’s meant for true love. I felt a small spark when he said sometimes love has to meet in the middle, but I don’t think North has feelings that are anything like love toward me. Honestly, it’s hard to get much of a reaction from him at all.

      Was the sex out of this world? Yes. Although what do I have to compare it to? He’s the only guy I’ve ever slept with. I’ve been in Troping for months, and he’s never shown interest in me before last night. That was only to see if we were compatible sexually, and it turns out that wasn't a problem at all. I thought it had to mean something, but maybe I’m mixing love and lust. At this rate, the only thing I’m going to end up with is a broken heart. 

      North was right about one thing. The small touches when we were out for breakfast felt natural. He’d never done that before, and when I think back on it, I realize that he never touches anyone. At the diner, he played it up, and everyone believed the story that we’re in love and got hitched quickly because of it. I’m sure the rumors are already swirling. They might think we’ve been hiding the fact that we were married or— 

      “What’s wrong?” I pull my eyes away from the fire to see North standing next to me. He had to step away to take a call, and he must have come back without me hearing him. 

      “Why do you think something is wrong?” I lick my tender lips. 

      “I know you, Joy. Something is on your mind.” I suppose he does. We’ve worked closely together over the past few months, and I’ve noticed North is good at reading people. 

      “I was only thinking about how everyone is probably gossiping about us.” 

      “Good. The word needs to spread quickly, then people will move on,” he says as he sits back down beside me. 

      “It was so quick. You know what they’re going to think?” I peek over at him. 

      North isn’t watching the fire because his eyes are on me. I notice he’s spinning his wedding band around on his finger too. Both of us are getting used to the feeling of it being there, and I wonder if it annoys him. Actually, I’m sure he’s happy to have the shield. Now it will be easy for him to fend off women by merely lifting his hand and saying he’s married. 

      “That you’re pregnant,” he says, and I nod. 

      They’d call it a shotgun wedding back home. He keeps staring at me, and for all I know, I could be pregnant. Though he might think I’m on the pill since a lot of women are. I never felt the need, plus my parents were strict and would’ve frowned on me getting on it without being married.

      Is he waiting for me to confirm I’m on something? He doesn’t push or show a bit of worry over the subject. I suppose I should be asking about other things besides getting knocked up. I know North made it clear he hasn’t dated or ever hooked up with anyone in or from Troping and to my knowledge, with how closely we work, he hasn’t left town since I’ve been here. The man is always at work, and even on the weekends, he’ll still email and call me about random things. I usually run into him around town too. 

      Before last night, I would’ve guessed North is the type of man that would never forget protection. He’s always so by-the-book, but even now, there’s not a hint of worry on his face. How does he always have such a stoic expression? I’m starting to wonder if this is the expression he uses to mask what he’s actually feeling. I wish I could do the same since everything shows on mine. It's why I always glance away.     

      “So,” I say, licking my lips again, and his eyes drop to my mouth, “I should shower, but I don’t have anything here.” 

      “If you want, you can wear one of my shirts when you get out of the shower. Your things should arrive this afternoon.” 

      “What? My things?” 

      “Yes, it’s who I was talking to on the phone. Ben and Sons moving company are going to pack up your place.” 

      “No!” I jump to my feet because I know Ben and all his sons. They hang holiday lights around town as well.

      “Don’t worry. Jenna is going to pack your clothing.” I know he means my panties and bras, and I am thankful it’s her doing that and not them. 

      “It’s not just that.” I wring my hands together, feeling super embarrassed. 

      “What?” He rises to his feet. 

      “There are things I don’t want them to pack,” I whisper, dropping my eyes from his. 

      “What things?” His hand grips my chin to pull my face back toward his. “I’m your husband. You can tell me anything, sweetheart.” 

      Gah, I want to melt into him at those sweet words. North was hard to resist before all the touching, and now this?

      “It’s not like this is real,” I point out, more for myself than anything, and North’s grip on my chin tightens a fraction. It’s not painful, but it is noticeable. 

      “Do I need to remind you how real this is?” His other hand grabs my hip and pulls me flush against his body. His erection presses into my stomach, and a flutter lets loose inside of me. Sex. He’s only talking about sex, I remind myself again. “Now tell me what you don’t want the movers finding? A diary?” I shake my head, knowing my face is already getting warm. “Tell me,” he orders. 

      “My night stand.” I finally force the words out. “I have a toy in there.” 

      “What kind of toy?” He smirks, showing me that playful side I only see when it’s the two of us. One that’s only come out in the last twenty-four hours. 

      “It’s just ah, vibrators.” 

      “For your clit?” he asks for confirmation, and I nod. 

      “Should I be jealous?” 

      “Jealous?! Why would you be jealous?”

      “Did you enjoy it more than me?” 

      “No,” I say in complete honesty because that toy will never live up to North. 

      A full, sexy smile lights up his face, and he clearly loves my answer. “I’m the only thing that’s ever been inside of you, aren’t I?” 

      “North,” I whisper. 

      He leans down and claims my mouth in a deep kiss that takes all the air out of me. I cling to him and let him kiss me. I love when he has control and takes what he wants. It wakes up a desire inside of me I didn’t know I had. Sure, books would pique my interest sometimes, but reading it and experiencing it are two different things. 

      When he breaks the kiss, we both gasp for air, and I realize my fingers have dug into his shirt. I’m clinging to him, and I never want to let go. To me, he feels so right. 

      “We have to stop,” he grits out and takes a deep breath before he steps back, and I let my hands fall from him. 

      “Right,” I agree and step back too. 

      “If we don’t we’ll end up in our bed and I can’t let that happen.” His words confuse me. It’s our bed, but we can’t end up in it together? I’m still not sure if I have my own room or not. All of this is confusing, and I don’t have it in me to ask the questions I should be asking. If I’m honest, it’s because I’m scared of the answers and what they could do to me. 

      “Okay,” I agree. 

      “You shower. Explore the house. I’ll be back.” 

      “You’re leaving?”

      He is already heading out of the room, and he has to call back over his shoulder. “You think I'm going to let another man touch my wife’s vibrator?” 

      “No?” My response comes out as a question. 

      “Joy, I’m not sure what’s going on in that head of yours, but when something is mine, I can be pretty possessive of it.” 

      “Really?” I never thought of him as the stingy type. 

      “When it comes to some things, yes.” His eyes rake up and down my body with a heated gaze. “I’ll be back. Don’t leave the house.”

       I don’t get a chance to respond. How could I leave? I don't have a car. The mayor's house sits on one of the mountains and has a beautiful view of the town, but it’s a good ten-minute drive if not more with the weather going up and down the road. 

      I’m not going anywhere.
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      It doesn’t take long for me to get over to Joy’s place and grab a bag of essentials. Just as I was leaving, the movers were pulling up so I was glad that I left when I did. Even with as much as it pained me to let her go. 

      On the way back to my place, I decide to make a quick stop and pay a visit to the local dressmaker Carol. After an excited conversation and lots of squeals on her part, I leave her with so much to do and only a little time left to do it. She seems to think that what I want won’t be a problem so I know I’ve left my idea in good hands. 

      This might be the first time since I can remember that I’m excited about going home. Most of the time it’s the opposite because I’m excited to be going to work or getting out of the house. That has everything to do with Joy and wanting to be around her as much as possible. I used to go out of my way to find her on the weekend and casually bump into her. Now, I don’t have to create that excuse anymore because she’s mine. Mine. The one word sends a thrill through me as I walk through the snow and into our home. 

      Once inside, I take the stairs practically two at a time in search of my wife. In the distance I can hear Christmas music playing, and somehow it fills up the space that felt so empty before. Will it always feel that way now that Joy is living here? 

      The closer I get to my bedroom, the louder the music gets. By the time I push the door open, I see Joy in one of my shirts while she sits on the floor and plays with the buttons on my Bluetooth. 

      “Hey,” I say, leaning against the doorframe and taking in the sight of her. 

      Her hair is damp and piled on the top of her head, and her face is free of makeup. My shirt is so big it hangs over one shoulder, and the way she looks up at me and smiles makes that place in my chest ache. 

      “Hey,” she echoes and nods to the music. “Just thought I’d put something festive on.” 

      “Good idea.” I walk over and end up taking a seat on the floor beside her and placing her bag between us. 

      “Did you, um, you know?” she asks and tucks her chin because she’s embarrassed. 

      “Did I get your vibrator before anyone else saw it?” I say, and she lets out a little laugh. “Yes of course. But I have a couple of questions.” 

      “What kind of questions?” She eyes the bag and then me skeptically. 

      “How do you make it work?” I reach in the bag and pull out the little rose-shaped thing. 

      “There’s a button,” she says softly, and when I don’t see it right away, she takes my wrist and turns it over so I can see it on the bottom. “If you push that—” 

      “Oh,” I say when I do it and the thing comes to life. “It’s stronger than I thought it would be.” She doesn’t say anything but watches me as she nervously bites her bottom lip. “Wait, does this thing—” 

      “It’s suction,” she says and then buries her face in her hands. “Oh god, this is mortifying.” 

      “Why?” I ask, pulling her hands from her face. “I think it’s hot.” 

      Her eyes meet mine, and she looks down at the toy. “Really?” 

      “Feel this.” I take her hand and put it between my legs so she can feel how hot I think it is. “I’m hard as fuck thinking about you using this.” Her lips part, and I hold the little vibrator between us. “I wanna see you use it.” 

      “No way.” She’s already shaking her head as I get on my knees and move closer. 

      “Come on, think of it as my teammate.” My mouth is already beginning to water. “Imagine this and my mouth at the same time.” 

      “I’m not sure I would survive.” She looks so serious as she says it, I can’t help but smile. 

      I grab her by the hips so she can’t get away, she falls back on the soft rug. I push up my shirt she’s wearing and see she doesn't have panties underneath. 

      “Easy access. I like it,” I say as I stare down at her pussy. “Come on, sweetheart. I’m your husband now. This goes with the territory.” 

      “How do you know?” She says it with a stern tone, but she doesn’t make a move to push me away. In fact, she spreads her legs as I move between them. 

      “I don’t, but it feels like something a husband should say.” 

      “I can’t believe I’m going to let you do this,” she mumbles to herself. 

      “You can pretend to fight me off if that turns you on.” When she looks down at me between her legs, I wink before I open my mouth and lick between her wet folds. 

      “Oh god,” she moans as my head bobs up and down.

      I feel her fingers in my hair as I circle her clit and then suck on it. Just when she raises her hips, I take my mouth away and slide the vibrator where my tongue used to be. When she cries out in pleasure, I push two fingers into her pussy and groan at how wet she is. 

      Alternating the vibrator with my mouth has her squirming on the floor and nearly screaming with the need to cum. Watching her lose composure is so fucking hot, and as much as I want it to go on forever, I need to be inside her. 

      Putting the suction part on her slit, I curl my fingers inside her tight little cunt, and she goes off in seconds. I kiss her thighs and suck on that sweet spot at the bottom of her belly. She’s still shaking when I climb up her body and shove my cock into her in one full thrust. 

      “Fuck,” I grunt as I start to rut and then bottom out inside her. “It’s too good,” I pant, trying to calm down, but I can’t seem to get control. “You’re so soft and wet.” My thrust are shaky now as need overwhelms me, and I stare down at my wife. 

      Her hands come up to cup my face, and she pulls me in for a kiss. Her mouth on mine is my undoing, and as my cock begins to fill her, she cums again. 

      Instincts take over, and I grind against her as I slide a hand around her waist and tilt her hips up. I want my cum deep inside of her, and I want to get her pregnant. A primal instinct like I’ve never felt calls to me, and I want to breed my wife. 

      If she’s pregnant, everyone will know she belongs to me and that it’s my dick she’s riding. It’s my cum in her pussy, and she’s taken care of. 

      Maybe I’ve lost my mind, but as the last of my release fills her, I don’t care. The only thing I care about is making Joy mine in every way possible. Forever. 

      Our kisses slow, and as my heartbeat returns to normal, I smile against her lips. 

      “I think I like your little toy,” I say, and Joy begins to laugh.
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      “We’re going to be late.” I bat at North’s hands as he tries to button my coat up for me. 

      We spent the past few days in bed. There might have been a ton of lovemaking, but I got to know North on a deeper level too. It was nice just being together and talking to him while he told me all kinds of stories about Troping. He really does love this town. 

      When he went to college, he knew that he’d be back as soon as he graduated. I love that. I’d say I wish I felt the same about my small town growing up, but then I never would have found Troping. Our towns are night and day, and I think the only thing that could drive me from here would be North and a broken heart. 

      A few times I woke up, and he was missing from bed. When I went in search of him, he was usually in his office. Every time he saw me come in, he’d close his laptop and come to me. I knew he was doing work while I slept, but for some reason I could tell he didn’t want me to think that work came before me. Which seems ridiculous when we’ve made this arrangement of convenience. 

      That’s the thing about North, though. When he puts his mind to something, he does it, and he goes all in. He’s mayor of Troping and the holidays are in full swing. This is the busiest time of year for us, and I’m sure his emails are stacking up with everyone needing something. 

      He also seems to have his mind set on being a good husband even if it’s not completely real. I say completely real because to me it’s becoming all too real. North is way too good at being the perfect spouse. He’s even a modern-day husband. I love to cook, and it’s actually something I miss doing. My tiny apartment had a stove with only two burners and an oven I could never get above 350 degrees. But instead of letting me do all the cooking, North is always waking me up with something he’s made for the both of us. 

      “We can be late. I’m the mayor.” He buttons the last one on my coat before he tries to help me put on my gloves. No one has ever taken care of me the way this man does. 

      “You know I dress myself every day.” I teasingly roll my eyes at him. 

      “That was before. This is now. Speaking of, we need to go shopping or you should order some things. Your stuff barely fills your side of the closet.”

      “I'm fine.” Although he’s right because my side does appear bare compared to his. The closet and dresser I had before I could easily fill, but his closet is massive! 

      “Fine, I'll do it myself.” 

      “You will not.” I slip my hands into the gloves and glare.

      “I’m the boss. Remember.” He kisses me before I can reply. “You think I won’t be able to pick out things you’ll like?” he asks when he pulls away from the kiss to put on his own coat. 

      “Well, I love these boots, and you think they’re ugly.” I tap them together. 

      “I never said that. I love those boots.” 

      “Seriously, now you’re saying you love them?” I put my hands on my hips, not buying it. 

      “Yes, I told you they are practical. You think I want you slipping and falling? You could get hurt.” 

      “Oh.” I sink my teeth into my bottom lip and think about what he really said. Has North been sweet to me in ways I hadn’t picked up on before? 

      “Sweetheart, you could wear a paper bag and I’d get turned on.” 

      Normally I would think that’s a line, but with North, I actually believe him. The man can’t keep his hands off me. He wasn't wrong about us having chemistry. Our kisses are so natural now, and a lot of things have become that way with us already. I want to think it’s because we worked together for a bit before we got married, but North has always been so stiff. This is different. We’re different. 

      He hands me my purse before we’re out the side door where his SUV is already warmed up. His hand stays on my back, guiding me to the passenger side before opening the door for me. 

      “Is it just me or does it seem like we’ve been locked away in the house longer than we really have?” I ask as he drives toward the center of town. People turn to wave at us as we pass, and a few people hoot and shout congratulations. 

      “Has it been that terrible?” North’s voice drops. 

      “No!” I rush to say, and my voice squeaks. “I only mean so much has changed. It's hard to think we’ve only been gone a few days is all.” 

      “After the New Year, we’ll go on a proper honeymoon.” 

      “A honeymoon? To a beach?” When I think of a vacation, the beach is the first thing that comes to mind. 

      “If that’s what you want.” 

      “I’ve never seen the ocean.” 

      “What?” North asks, shocked. 

      “We didn’t really vacation unless you count driving a few hours from the house to see something. That was about it.” He’s quiet as he pulls into an empty spot in front of Frostie’s bakery. While North has told me a ton about himself, I’ve dodged a lot about my past and the girl I thought I left behind. 

      “Have you told your parents about us?” He finally speaks after putting the SUV into park. 

      “No,” I admit. I haven’t given it one thought. My parents and the people of my hometown wouldn’t believe it anyhow if they saw North. Troping might, but my hometown would laugh at the thought of me being with someone like him. “Have you?” It’s a stupid question because this is a small town that loves to gossip. Not in a mean way, but news spreads fast. 

      “Yes, I had to promise them a couple of Sunday dinners if they’d let me have some alone time with my new wife.” 

      “North!” I hiss, and my face rushes with heat “You did not say that to them. They’ll think…” I trail off, knowing I'm being ridiculous again. Of course everyone knows what we’ve been doing while holed up in the mayor’s place for two days. 

      “They’ll think that maybe they’ll get grandbabies soon.” 

      My mouth falls open because I can’t believe he said that. I watch him slip out of the SUV to come around and open the door for me. Is it a joke? It has to be. Right? 

      I’m still in shock as he takes my hand and leads me into the bakery then places my order for me without having to ask what I want. I know people are watching the two of us, but North keeps me tucked close to him. Everyone has been so welcoming since I came to town, but I’m still an outsider. People were always wondering who North would end up with, and I don’t think anyone ever thought it would be me. I know I hadn’t. Would it bother them? 

      “Coming right up,” Frostie says after North pays her. I expected her to be grilling the both of us with questions, but something is off with her. 

      She keeps looking behind us at one of the small tables, and I glance back to see Clause sitting there. He makes the thing look like a child’s table with his giant muscled body sitting in one of the chairs. I’ve only seen him a handful of times since he lives on the outskirts of town in a cabin. He always reminds me of a lumberjack, and I think he might be the only person in Troping that doesn’t care for Christmas or this town. 

      He glares toward Frostie, who pretends to not notice, but I see her peeking out of the corner of her eye. What the heck is going on between these two? And why isn’t Tinsel all over it? She always jokes he’s a serial killer, but her humor is clearly darker than mine. 

      “Did you see that?” I ask North when we get back into the car to make the short drive over to City Hall. 

      “Everyone staring at you? Yes.” 

      “What?” I laugh. “No one was staring at me.” I meant Clause, but now thoughts of him and Frostie are gone.

      “I don’t like it,” North grunts, and I have no clue what he’s talking about. 

      Then again, that’s often the case with my new husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          NORTH

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck, I’m almost there,” I say as I sink deeper. 

      “Oh god, I’m cumming again,” Joy whines, and I put my hand over her mouth. 

      We’re in my office up against the door, and I just heard someone walk inside. I thought a quickie in my office would be quick, but turns out I can’t get enough of my wife. Just as I feel her squeeze around me I bury my face in her neck and groan my release. 

      I’ve already had her three times today, and it’s still not enough to sate me. I saw her bending over her desk to grab something, and that’s all it took. The next thing I knew I was hiking up her skirt and shoving my cock in her wet little pussy. I’ve never been so out of control as when I’m with her. 

      “Hello?” I hear someone say on the other side of the door, and Joy tries to smother a giggle. 

      “Be right there,” I shout as I slide out of her and feel the rush of my release run out with me. “Damn that’s hot,” I say, looking between her legs to see the mess I’ve made. 

      “Yes, but you’re not the one that has to walk around with wet panties all day.” She tries to glare at me, but I see her smile curving at the edges. 

      “Tease,” I say and give her a quick kiss as I fix my clothes and she lowers her dress. 

      She tries to look busy and grabs a notebook, but I’m pretty sure she’s holding it upside down. Then she starts talking like we were in the middle of a conversation and opens my office door. 

      “And like I said, I’ll have those to you within the hour, but I’ll need to read over this first.”

      Now I’m the one hiding my smile as she looks up and then sputters a hello to Carol. “Oh, hi.” 

      “Hey there, you two.” Carol grins brightly but doesn’t say anything about the two of us being flushed and sweaty or my office smelling like sex. 

      Instead she holds up a large box and places it on Joy’s desk.

      “What’s all this?” Joy asks as she drops the folder and moves toward it. 

      “Just a little gift from your husband,” Carol says, and she’s already starting to walk out. “See you two later tonight!” she calls over her shoulder before she’s out the door. 

      “Next time remind me to lock the outside door along with my office,” I say, and Joy smothers a giggle. 

      “Thank goodness it was only her.” She eyes the box and then me. “What the heck did you do?” 

      “Just a little something special for my bride,” I say and walk over and kiss the top of her head. “I’ve made you an appointment at the inn for an afternoon of pampering before the party.” 

      “What?” Joy looks shocked, and then her eyes begin to water. “North, this is too much.” 

      “Nothing for you is too much,” I say and take her hands in mine. “If you don’t mind, I asked Tinsel to go with you so you’d have someone to get ready with. I’m going to meet you tonight at the Winter Wonderland Dance and give you the rest of your surprise.” 

      “The rest of it? This is already too much.” 

      “It’s not nearly enough,” I say, bringing her hand to my mouth and kissing the gold band there. 

      “Heard you guys were scromping in your office,” Tinsel says as she comes strolling into City Hall. “And on taxpayers’ furniture?” 

      “Okay, so maybe asking her to go with you was a mistake,” I say to Joy, who laughs. 

      “Look I’m the sheriff and all, but I’m illegally parked out front. Make it snappy, folks.” Tinsel walks right back outside, and Joy grabs her box before running after her. 

      I grab her by the wrist and pull her to me for one last kiss. By the time I let her stumble back, we’re both breathing heavily. Holy shit, I could get used to this married life. 

      “See you tonight,” I say, and Joy smiles once more before she’s gone. 

      I stand there alone for a long moment, and the quiet of the office sets in. I’m with Joy for so many hours a day that I almost forgot what it felt like to have her with me and the space she fills. Not just here at City Hall, but in my heart too. How is it I’m missing her so much already? 

      It’s a couple of hours later that I change into my special suit for tonight and go to the inn and wait for Joy. I know Jack’s got a crew of people handling everything, but I want tonight to go perfectly. 

      By the time I get there, the sun is setting, and the lights from the trees sparkle through the windows. Inside, the ballroom is beginning to fill up, and the band is playing holiday music. I grab a champagne flute from the bar and make a quick round to say hello to some people and mingle. 

      I’ve been checking my watch every five minutes like an obsessed stalker, but my need for Joy is only growing. Just before it’s time for her to meet me, someone steps in front of my path and stops me in my tracks. 

      “Don’t you look inviting,” Donna Hale purrs as she reaches out and puts a hand on my chest. 

      “It’s a nice party, isn’t it?” I try to back away from her touch, but the room has gotten so crowded that I bump into someone and offer an apology. 

      “I couldn’t believe someone told me you ran down the aisle, with your secretary no less.” She pretends to be shocked. “Shotgun weddings are a little old-fashioned, don’t you think?” Donna glances down at my band and then winks at me. “Although I do love the look of it on you.” 

      “As does my wife,” I say, trying my best to be polite even though my patience is running out. 

      “You know I’ve got a lot of good friends that need a little time away from their wives.” 

      “I bet you do,” I mumble and try to move around her. “If you’ll excuse me.” 

      “All I’m saying is that maybe I could be that kind of friend to you.” When her body presses up against mine, my skin begins to crawl, and I jump back. “You wouldn’t have to worry about an accident with me.” 

      “Don’t touch me!” I say a little louder than I planned. “I’m married, and contrary to what you heard, it wasn’t a shotgun wedding. If anything, I tricked Joy into marrying me so I could trap her with a baby!” 

      My anger is so hot and fast that I don’t realize everyone in the room has turned our way, and the music has stopped. When I finally realize the room has gone silent, I glance around and see Joy standing there in the wedding dress I had Carol make especially for tonight. 

      She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and when I take a step toward her, I finally notice there are tears in her eyes.
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      My heart hammers in my chest. Did North really shout that across the room for the whole town to hear? Everyone is here tonight because no one misses the annual holiday party. At least that’s what Tinsel told me as we got ready.

      I was so worried about coming to the party in what could be a wedding dress or an over-the-top winter wonderland ball gown. I knew North and I would already be the center of attention tonight, but Tinsel didn’t back down from me putting the dress on. 

      Once I had it on and saw myself in the mirror, I didn’t want to take it off. I was a princess, or at least that’s what it felt like. It’s special because North had this made for me, and that made me want to wear it even more.

      “Joy.” North steps closer. He’s always handsome, but tonight he’s in a tux and the bowtie makes him downright sexy. “I…ah.” He runs his fingers through his hair, and I can tell he’s flustered. He’s always so put together, but now North isn’t sure what move to make next. 

      North always knows what he’s doing, and I know that. The reality of that flows through me just like his words do. He didn’t marry me because he thought it would be good on paper or even to keep women from hitting on him. Some women will never care if he is married, at least based on Donna's embarrassed expression. She stands there quietly with the rest of the town, and it seems like they’re all waiting for one of us to do or say something. 

      “You’re trying to trap me?” I’m fighting back tears thinking that North planned this whole thing. He wanted to marry me because he wants me for himself. Little does he know he never had to trap me. I’ve been his from the moment he offered me the job. When I think back to that first interview and how quickly he got me moved out here, I realize he felt the same. 

      “Is it really trapping if you’re my wife?” he asks. 

      “A question with a question. You’re really off your game tonight,” Tinsel says from behind me, and I can hear the smile in her voice. Tinsel isn’t a girly girl, but she was down with getting dressed up with me. That should have clued me in about tonight being more than the Winter Wonderland Dance. 

      “I’ve never been more on my game,” North fires back at his sister as he offers his hand to me. 

      Without hesitation, I take it, and he pulls me into him. The second my body is flush against his, he drops his mouth to mine and kisses me in front of everyone. I moan into his mouth, kissing my husband right back, not caring at all that the whole room has their eyes on us. 

      “You know we’re all still here?” Tinsel says, and I blush. 

      It’s not that I actually care. I'm more lost in the fact that North doesn’t seem to mind that everyone can see us kissing. I guess he just announced to everyone he’s trying to knock me up, so I shouldn’t be surprised. 

      “I know where I am,” he tells her, but he’s staring right at me. “I didn’t give my wife a proper wedding. I was in too much of a hurry to get her to marry me once I got her to agree to it.” He says it loud enough for everyone to be able to hear. 

      “You thought I was going to back out?” Did he really not see how much I loved him? I was sure he caught me staring at him a few times, but I suppose he might have been as clueless as I’ve been about his feelings for me. 

      “It took me six months to get you to marry me,” he responds, as if that has been a lifetime. 

      “I only moved here six months ago,” I laugh. 

      “Your flirt game is terrible,” Tinsel mutters. 

      “You’re one to talk. How long did you two dance around each other?” I turn to glance her way and see Jack standing behind her. They’ve known each other for years. 

      “Yeah.” North agrees with me, and I peek up at him to see a smug expression on his face that I’ve come to his defense. I’m his wife now, so I’m kind of supposed to do it. 

      “All right, you guys win this round.” Tinsel may be giving us the win, but she’s doing it with a giant smile on her face. 

      “Now, back to what I was saying if my sister can butt out for a minute,” North says, and Tinsel pretends to zip her lips.

       I turn back to face my husband, and if I wasn’t overflowing with happiness, I’d hate how everyone is watching us like their own personal Hallmark movie. 

      “I know we’re already married, but I still want us to celebrate our marriage and for you to get the white dress and the proposal you deserve.” He drops to one knee in front of me. 

      “North,” I gasp as he slides a ring onto my finger right up against the band he bought me the day we got married. I stare down at the antique emerald-cut diamond that has a halo of smaller diamonds around it. I've never seen anything more beautiful in my life. This must be the family ring, and although I know we’re already married, this solidifies it. 

      “Promise me that you’ll forever be my wife because I promise that I will love you for eternity.” 

      Tears spill down my cheeks as I nod my head, unable to speak. North rises to his feet and kisses me again before everyone breaks out into cheers. 

      “I love you too,” I tell him the second his mouth leaves mine. “So much.” 

      “Good, because promise or not, you’re staying my wife.” He holds me tighter to him. 

      “Love is in the air,” Carol says with her hand resting on her baby bump. “That dress looks gorgeous on you.” 

      “I love it. Thank you so much for making it so quickly.” 

      “We knew it was only a matter of time,” Tinsel says as she comes to stand next to Carol. As normal, Jack wraps his arm around Tinsel, keeping her close the same way North is doing with me now. 

      “Seriously?” I ask. “You guys thought we’d be a thing?” 

      “Yes,” everyone around us says in unison. And here I thought no one would buy the two of us being a couple. 

      “So that whole power going out thing,” Tinsel says, “might not have been real.” 

      “What?” North and I say at the same time. Clearly he’s as confused as I am. 

      “I turned it off.” Jack shrugs. “The sheriff ordered me to do it.” 

      My mouth falls open as I think about that night. The power did go off right after she left. 

      “You’re a brat, you know that?” North chuckles. 

      “I love you too,” Tinsel says smugly before winking at me. “Welcome to the family.” 

      “Welcome home, sweetheart,” North whispers against my lips before he kisses me again. The man really is insatiable, but more than that, he’s right. 

      I am home.
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        Around a year later… 

      

      

      “If you think for a second I’m going to let these hussies bid on my man, they’ve got another think coming.” My wife puts her hands on her hips and raises her chin in challenge. 

      “Joy, it’s a retirement community.” I try to hide my laugh, but Tinsel is behind her with her arms crossed over her chest, and I know she’s only going to make things worse. “These people, men and women, are bidding for us to spend time with them. It’s a great way to volunteer.” 

      “Don’t you already go there once a week?” Tinsel asks and then nudges Joy. 

      “Yeah,” Joy says and begins to nod. 

      “I can’t even with the two of you.” I laugh as I see Jack coming toward us. “Oh, did I mention I got another elf to auction off?” 

      “What?” Tinsel snaps and turns around so fast she almost falls over. 

      “Yeah, it seems someone had to drop out, and they needed a replacement.” I wink at my sister as I take Joy by the hand and lead her into the community center. 

      “I bet they’re just looking for a young man to grope,” she huffs as we go inside. 

      “I’ve had a talk with Mrs. Nesting, and she’s agreed not to do it again.” 

      “You can’t even trust old people,” Joy murmurs, and I have to hold back another laugh. 

      The town of Troping has a retirement community, and each year some of the business owners and city employees volunteer to be their elves. It’s a fun way to keep them involved in the holiday activities and to spend some time with people in town. There’s a penny auction that’s more for fun than anything, and we help the winner with things they need done or let them teach us a craft. Last year, Mrs. Nesting taught me how to crochet and might have “accidentally” pinched my butt. 

      “But you trust me?” I ask as I pull Joy into my arms and give her a quick kiss. “Right?” 

      “Of course.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m just selfish of your time.” 

      “Well, I guess if you weren’t so knocked up, you could do the auction with me.” I place my hand on her rounded belly and kiss her again. “I’m still hoping for a Thanksgiving baby.” 

      “With the way she’s taking her time, it will most likely be on New Year’s.” 

      “As long as the two of you are okay, I’m happy to meet her when she decides to show up.” 

      “Stop making me love you,” Joy teases. “I’m supposed to be the jealous wife.” 

      “I kind of like seeing you all fired up. Wanna go home after this and see how mad I can make you?” 

      “Watch it, Mayor.” 

      “I love when you call me that.” 

      Someone clears their throat, and I glance over to see the director of the nursing home, Mr. Flynn. “I think we’re all set,” he says and then says hello to Joy. 

      “Gotta go.” I give her one last quick kiss. “Wish me luck.” 

      “Good luck,” she says, and I finally see the smile I was waiting for. 

      Once I get on the stage with the rest of the contestants, I see Tinsel has joined in on the auction. When Mr. Flynn calls her name, she walks out on the little makeshift stage and holds up her badge. 

      “I’m available to make arrests, or I can help you get away with a crime.” 

      “Tinsel,” I hiss, but Jack just shakes his head. 

      “I’m also willing to bring my husband along because he’s good with his hands as long as they're on me.” The crowd breaks out into laughter, and she shrugs. “It’s true.” 

      “Two pennies,” someone in the crowd calls out, and then it’s followed by several other offers in a row. 

      “Going once, going twice…” Mr. Flynn says, and when no one else makes a bid, he hits the gavel. “Sheriff Tinsel and her husband Jack are sold to Mr. and Mrs. Lemneski. Oh, and be careful, you two. The Lemneskis are known for being card sharks.” 

      Once Tinsel and Jack have exited the stage, it’s my turn to go up. The crowd claps, and a few people cheer as I wave to the residents I already know pretty well. 

      “Now we’ve got the pride of Troping, Mayor North!” Mr. Flynn says. 

      “Hey, everybody, like Mr. Flynn said, I’m Mayor North. I’d love the chance to listen to your ideas on how to make Troping a better place, and to also learn something new. I’ve been told I’m not a bad ballroom dancer but that I’m terrible at playing the piano. If you win me, I promise to bring along my beautiful wife so that when you get bored of me, she can step in and be her wonderful, charming self.” 

      The crowd makes a collective “aww,” and I see heads turn in Joy’s direction. She blushes, but I know how much the people here love her too. 

      “Do I hear five pennies?” Mr. Flynn says, and the bidding takes off quickly. 

      At one point, I’m pretty sure I hear Tinsel lower the bid, but too many people are laughing over it for me to be sure it was her. 

      When I look out in the crowd, I see Joy sitting beside an older woman I don’t recognize. The two of them are talking, and then I see the woman raise her hand to bid. Right after, Mr. Flynn calls the auction to come to an end, and the woman beside Joy has won. 

      I shake a few hands on the way through the crowd and make my way over to my wife. “North, this is Mrs. Ester, and she’s just moved back to Troping.” 

      “Welcome home, Mrs. Ester. It’s always nice to meet a new face,” I say and take a seat beside her. “And I’m excited to know what you think of Troping since you were last with us.” 

      “Oh, just call me Ester. I told your wife I lived here until I met my husband Oscar. We stayed for a few years, and then he joined the Navy. We traveled the world, and now we’re back to be closer to family.” 

      Just then, an older man comes over and holds out his hand and introduces himself as Ester’s husband Oscar. 

      “You know normally I’d be quite the jealous man if I walked in and saw my wife bidding on a younger man,” he says, teasing Ester. “But when I found out it was the mayor, I knew she made the right choice. You see, I was the mayor for a short time before we got married.” 

      “No way,” Joy says and taps my arm, and I turn to her and smile. “Can you believe that, North?” 

      “Now that’s a funny coincidence,” I admit. 

      “I was his secretary,” Ester admits, and Joy gasps. “When I heard about the young couple in City Hall that got married, I told my Oscar that the office was lucky for us so maybe it would be lucky for the two of you.” 

      “Specifically the spot in front of the fireplace,” Oscar half whispers to his wife, and I nearly choke. 

      Joy hoots with laughter as the four of us share this private joke and then we start to ask more questions. We spend hours talking about our lives and how we met, and there are lots of similarities between us. Oscar hired Ester to come work for him at the city after he saw her picture in the paper. She worked at the junior college as a typist, and that’s how he convinced her to take the job. 

      They worked together about six months before he finally proposed on a night a big snowstorm blew through Troping and knocked the power out. They had kids right away too and ended up having seven in total. It was inspiring to see their love and how long it’s lasted. The reason they live at the retirement community is so they can be close to family and around friends, but it’s clear that most of all, they just want to spend every moment together. 

      After we say our goodbyes and make a plan to come by on Thursday for tea, I take Joy’s hand, and we exit the community center. It’s a beautiful cool night with the fall leaves fading away and the first snow dusting the ground. Christmas is right around the corner, and I can’t wait to see what the holidays bring this season. 

      “You think you could handle seven?” I ask once we’re standing under the stars and I’ve got my arms around her. 

      “Seven of you? Hmmm.” She pretends to think it over. “Absolutely. But if they’re anything like their Auntie Tinsel—” 

      “One it is,” I tease and cup her face. “Have I told you how beautiful you are?” 

      “Not in the last hour.” She smiles up at me, and my heart aches with love. 

      “How about how lucky I am that you’re mine?” 

      “You can say that to me as many times as you want.” She leans into my touch, and I bend down to kiss her. 

      “It’s all true,” I say and brush my lips against her soft mouth. “And I can’t wait to spend forever telling anyone who will listen just how amazing you are.” 

      “Stop it or you’ll get me pregnant again.” 

      Our kiss turns from innocent to passionate in a blink, and when I taste her, all I can do is moan and hold her close. 

      “I think it’s time we go to bed and try out that jealousy thing again,” I offer, and Joy agrees. 

      With all the love in the world nestled right against me, we make our way home.
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        Fifteen years later… 

      

      

      “Are we not making cookies for Santa?” I ask Joy as the last of the kids head up to bed. 

      “The twins didn’t want to, and the older boys are kind of out of that phase.” She says it with a tiny hint of sadness in her voice, and I shake my head. 

      “All right then, I guess it’s up to us,” I say and turn on the oven. 

      “What?” She’s confused, but there’s curiosity in her voice. 

      “You heard me. Now I don’t know about you, but I haven’t been exactly good one hundred percent of the time this year. If we want Santa to leave some presents, we better make sure the big guy has extra chocolate chips waiting on him.” 

      “He likes the butterscotch ones too,” she says hesitantly and then grins. “Are you sure you don’t want to just forget it this year?” 

      “And miss out on stocking stuffers?” I shake my head as I take the ingredients out of the pantry. “Not on your life, sweetheart.” 

      She’s quiet for a few minutes as we get everything together and measured into a bowl. “You know you really didn’t have to do this.” Her voice is quiet, but I can hear the happiness. 

      “Of course I didn’t have to.” I touch her chin so she looks up at me. “I wanted to. Besides, making you happy makes me happy.” 

      She sighs in her relaxed and contented way and scoops the dough onto a pan. Once they’re in the oven, I set the egg timer and take her by the hand. 

      “Where are we going?” She looks back at the oven as I take her into the pantry and close the door behind us. 

      “We’ve got seven minutes, and I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do with my time than make my wife cum.” 

      “North!” she hisses as I go down on my knees in front of her. “What if the kids come down here?” 

      “Then they’ll have to explain to their therapist how their dad couldn’t keep his hands off their mom.” I push her back against the door and shove her Christmas nightgown up her thighs. “Hold this out of my way. I want to eat my cookies now.” 

      “I can’t believe you’re going to—” Her words are cut off by her own moan as I push her panties to the side and shove my tongue in her pussy. 

      She rocks her hips forward, and I slide over her clit before I suck on it. She’s already wet with excitement, and as I grab her ass and bury my face, she lets me have all of her. Her fingers are gripped tight in my hair as I eat and eat, and with only a few quick circles around her clit she cums. Her pussy is pulsing as I stand up and quickly thrust my cock into her. One orgasm turns into the next, and I hear the timer go off. 

      “Oh god, North,” she moans as she rides me, and I lift her off the ground so she can wrap her legs around my waist. 

      “Fuck, that’s it. Cum for me again, sweetheart.” 

      “The cookies!” Her eyes widen like she’s just realized the timer is buzzing. 

      “Fuck the cookies,” I groan as I fuck her harder. “Cum on me.” 

      I pound her against the door and keep going until I feel a wet rush from her pussy coat my cock and she squeezes me tight. She goes off hot and fast, and I’m not far behind her. My cock throbs as I release into her, and it’s so fucking good I have to stand there just holding her while the spots around my eyes fade away. 

      “God, I love you,” I pant, and Joy laughs as she hugs me close. 

      “I love you too.” 

      By the time we come out of the pantry, the cookies are burned to a crisp, and the kids have all come downstairs to see why the smoke alarms are going off. The bad news is we have to make more cookies, but the best news is that they all decide to help this time. 

      Some Christmas traditions change over time, but new ones can be fun too. Especially when it involves getting my wife alone. 

      

      
        
        THE END!
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            BLACKMAILED BY THE GRUMP
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      Frostie has a little tiny itty-bitty secret that she's sure nobody could possibly know. Until the town's Grump finds out and threatens to tell everyone. Now she's being blackmailed by the hottest man she's ever laid eyes on. 

      Clause has been silently brooding over his need for Frostie since the day he set his gaze on her. Now he's got an excuse to keep her close, and there's no way this could possibly backfire. 

      Warning: Will these two find holiday love under the mistletoe? You bet your cute reindeers they do! Gump/Sunshine was never so festive, and we can't wait for you to swoon with us. 
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      I click through all my orders, and my anxiety rises as I read one after the other. How will I ever get these all done? It should be exciting that my small bakery is bursting at the seams and I can’t keep up with the demand. Every year, Troping gets more and more popular, especially since the town now has a small resort. But right now, I want to cry, and it’s not tears of joy. 

      My best friend Tinsel came up with the great idea for me to take orders online. The bakery in Westchester, a town over from ours, had been doing it. I haven’t heard the best things about it, but Tins was sure they were my competition and must be beat. 

      Tins even set up the website for me. It all was so easy, but that should have been a sign. When the website went live, I had no idea how many orders would come in. People are driving hours out of their way to come pick up cupcakes! I know my frosting is amazing, but this is too much! 

      “This can’t be real.” I grab my cell and place it next to my laptop. 

      My office is my bedroom, which is above my bakery. My best friend Tinsel used to live with me until she went and fell in love with her brother's best friend, who happens to be loaded and owns the resort here in Troping. Could her life be any more cliché? 

      “Yo.” Tinsel answers her phone on the first ring. She’s the sheriff of Troping, which is funny because if anyone is up to no good, it’s actually her. “Why are you calling? Only serial killers call. You text or snap, and snaps disappear like it never even happened.” Her voice drops. “Wait, is this a real emergency?” She sounds almost excited about the idea. 

      “Did you use your man’s money to place a million orders at my bakery so I would think your website is a huge success?” 

      “Damn,” she mutters. I knew it. My anxiety starts to fall away until she speaks again. “That would have been a good idea. You would have thought I’m a genius.” 

      “Tins,” I hiss into the phone. “Are these orders real?!” 

      “I didn’t place any orders, I swear. I come in and steal my food like a normal best friend,” she rushes to respond at the sound of my distress. 

      “Normal?” I roll my eyes. Tins is far from normal. 

      “So are you saying my website is working?” Her tone turns smug. 

      “I’ve got to go.” I hang up on her and go back to my orders. I should have realized she didn’t create all these because she would have come up with stupid names for them. I call her back again so she can at least put a stop to them. 

      “Yo.” 

      “You get on me about calling but you can say the word ‘yo’?” 

      “It’s coming back.” 

      “You’re so full of it.” 

      “I’m full of something.” She laughs at her own corny joke. “Stop it, I’m not really full. Jack! I’m on the phone. This is serious. It’s work. You’re assaulting an officer of the law.” I can hear her shuffling around. Since she and Jack became a thing, he’s never far from her. She might as well deputize him. 

      “I need you to turn the website off.” 

      “Turn it off?” she asks, confused. 

      “Yes, shut it down. Turn it off. Whatever it’s called. Make it go away.” 

      “Why?” I can picture her nose scrunched. As mischievous as Tins can be, her face always gives her away. At least to me, but we’ve been best friends forever. She can be unpredictable to most, but I can read her like a book. 

      “I can’t fill any more orders,” I shout into the phone, and the line goes quiet for a long moment. 

      “All right.” She grows serious. “I’ll turn the ordering off. We don’t need to take down the whole website.” I hear her moving around again. “I’m doing it right now.” The sounds of clicks come through the line. “I’m coming over.” 

      “No, I’ve got to work.” I refresh the website and see the order page is gone. 

      “I’ll help you,” she pushes, and I know she’s starting to worry. A worried Tinsel can be a good thing because it can put her ass into gear. Or it could be an explosion.

      “I have people to help me bake. I just can’t take any more orders,” I say, and that’s the truth. You can only have so many cooks in a kitchen when it’s only so big. Plus, no one can make my frosting. I’ve tried to show some of the staff, but somehow it never comes out right unless I do it. 

      “Are you sure?” 

      “Yes, I’m sure. Go back to your man.” 

      “I can’t go back to him, he never leaves,” she huffs, pretending to be annoyed when we both know she’s not. No, she was annoyed and pissed when she thought Jack wasn’t obsessed with her. Little did she know. 

      Tinsel has been in love with Jack from the moment her brother brought him home during college. He’d been a dick, according to her, but what I saw was her giving him a hard time. The two of them sparred for years, but I knew she loved him. It was an unspoken thing between us, and I didn’t push because Tinsel gets where she needs to be on her own.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I tell her before hanging up again. She might not live here anymore, but she comes every morning for her sugar cookie coffee and a treat. 

      I miss her. The apartment is so quiet without her here. I’m happy for her, but I can’t help but be a bit envious and lonely. Not that I’d have time to spar with someone at the moment. Right now I have to figure out a way I’m going to fill all these orders. 

      There is only so much time in a day. I search my mind for a way I could do them quicker. Is there a way I could cut out a step? I worry my bottom lip as an idea forms. My eyes flick to the clock and realize I couldn’t do it here. I’d have to drive a few towns over, and it could be risky. 

      I jump up from my bed and head toward the front door, beside which is a small closet. “Yes!” I shout when I spot the wigs Tinsel got last year. That’s a whole other story, but damn am I happy I have them now.
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      “Hey, Clause, what brings you into town?” North says as he holds out his hand. 

      I shake it and nod toward the bakery. “Just stocking up.” 

      “Frostie’s treats really are mandatory.” He holds up a bag that’s got her stamp on it. “Just grabbing Joy and me some breakfast.” 

      “Congrats, by the way,” I say and nod toward his ring. 

      “Thanks.” Someone from across the stress calls his name, and I can see he’s a busy man as usual. 

      “See you,” I say and begin walking toward the bakery again. 

      “Don’t be a stranger,” North calls out, and I nod. 

      Mayor North might be the only person in town that speaks to me on the rare occasion I come to Troping. Most people keep their distance, and I’m sure that has to do with my muscles, tattoos, and overall back-the-fuck-up energy. I let my beard grow long, and I keep a stocking cap pulled low so I know my presence is less of an invitation. Yet somehow, Mayor North looks past all of it and always offers a friendly hello. I guess that’s why he’s the mayor, because that shit would annoy me. 

      The little bell on the door chimes as I enter the busy bakery, and when Frostie looks up, her smile falters slightly when she sees it’s me. 

      “How can I help you?” She says it to me like I’m just another customer, only with other customers she’ll meet their eyes. With me, she looks at my chest or in another direction entirely. It’s like she can’t stand the sight of me. 

      “Coffee,” I say, and the word comes out sharp even though I don’t mean it to. I’m just not used to being nice. Or talking to people, especially a woman like her. 

      “Anything from the counter?” she asks, nodding toward the glass cases of treats that separate us. 

      She doesn’t hand me the coffee like she would another customer. Instead she sets it down and places the single pack of sugar beside it. At least she remembers my order. I don’t even like sugar in my coffee, but one day I asked for it so that I didn’t have to walk away so soon. 

      “Are the cupcakes homemade?” I ask, and that gets her attention. 

      “Of course they are. Everything in my bakery is.” Her cheeks heat as she moves to the register and begins to ring me up. 

      “I’ll take a cinnamon roll,” I mumble, and she quickly grabs one and practically throws it at me like she needs to put distance between us. 

      After she tells me the price, I slide a bill across the counter and take my order. “Keep the change.” 

      She says a soft thank you as the register does its thing, and then I hear her sigh when I turn around. I’m not good with people, but I’m even less good with her. How can I be so annoyed at how perfect she is? 

      When I take a seat at the table that’s much too small for my huge frame, I can finally take my time and get a good look at her. Today she’s got two little buns in her hair and a bandana tied around them. With her Christmas overalls, she looks like she belongs on the top of a cupcake and not selling them. 

      Now is the worst part of coming to Frostie’s. It’s sitting here and watching her smile at literally every single person that comes in and knowing she doesn’t have one of them for me. Why do I do this to myself? It’s pure hell seeing how happy she is and knowing that no matter what, I won’t ever get that reaction from her. Because I’m just a grumpy asshole that lives alone in the woods on the edge of town. 

      I’m not a people person, and that’s her whole personality. She remembers names and birthdays of her customers and has little inside jokes. She even sets special treats aside for certain people, and I have to sit here and endure hours of it because today I’ve got a purpose. 

      Sometimes I’ll come in and watch for a little while before I sulk home and kick rocks. Not today, though. After what I saw, I’ve got a reason to stay behind and talk to Frostie, and she’s going to want to hear me out. 

      It’s a while later when the rest of the staff have gone and Frostie is clearing up. She’s glanced over at me a few times and been around my table like she’s silently telling me it’s time to go, but I wait her out. 

      “Sorry, but I’ve got to close up.” 

      “Good, I’d like a word,” I say, and for the first time, Frostie’s eyes meet mine. 

      “Um, okay?” She says it like a question and flips the sign on the door from open to closed. “What can I do for you?” 

      “Clause,” I say and lean back in my chair. “My name is Clause.” 

      “I know.” She’s quiet when she says it, but now I’m wondering, if she knew it, why didn’t she say it like every other person in this town she talks to? 

      “I’ll get to the point.” 

      “You seem like the kind of man that doesn’t beat around the bush.” 

      Now I’m thinking about her bush and what I’d like to do to it. Focus, Clause. “I saw you.” 

      “You saw me?” she asks as she leans against the chair on the other side of my table and tucks her hands into her overalls. “Here?” 

      “No, in Westchester.” 

      I watch as her smile slowly falters, and then she shakes it off. “Oh, I was just running a few errands for my cousin that lives out there.” 

      “Is that the story you’re telling?” 

      “It’s not a story,” she snaps and then realizes what she’s done. “I mean, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

      Deciding that I’m not going to get anywhere like this, I stand up from the small chair and bring myself to my full height. She has to tilt her head all the way back to look up at me, but all I do is take out my wallet and drop a few bills on the table, along with a card. 

      “Thirty boxes of store-bought cake mix tell a different story.” She gasps as I walk to the door and stop right before pushing it open. “When you feel like talking, there’s my number.” 

      Walking out into the snowy late afternoon, I feel something I haven’t felt in a long time. Hope.
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      I watch as Clause stalks out of my bakery. The way he walks reminds me of a predator; each step is taken with precision. He looks like at any moment he could pounce, and I hadn’t been wrong. That’s what he did to me today, and I hadn’t seen it coming. 

      It’s not until he’s out of my sight that I rush over and lock the door. How the hell did he see me buying the cake mix? I had a wig on, and the man is a giant. The better question is, how did I not see him? What was he even doing over in Westchester? 

      He probably has a girlfriend over there or something. If there is a girlfriend over there, I bet she wouldn’t be too happy that her man is handing out his phone number. Then again, he could have a bunch of women for all I know because we know nothing about him. 

      The one thing we do know is he doesn’t date anyone from Troping. Maybe it’s a don’t-shit-where-you-eat kind of thing. The women around here respond to Clause in one of two ways. They swoon, which he doesn’t appear to notice, or they stay the hell out of his way. 

      I stay the hell out of his way, but only because I’m inwardly swooning. They don’t make men like him except in the pages of my romance books. He’s a tatted-up lumberjack, and I have more than once dreamed about tracing his tattoos with my tongue because I’m a dork. I always wonder how much of his body is covered in them. I can only see a few peeking out of his shirt and sleeves. Do they go across his back and chest? How far down his chest? 

      Oh my god, I need to get it together because this man knows my secret. I stare down at his phone number and wonder why he wants to talk to me about it. Honestly I don’t see why he cares. Okay, I used some box mixes and plan on using some more. I have them hidden away upstairs, and I’ll bring down what I need each morning before anyone gets here. No one noticed or said a word. It’s my frosting everyone loves, anyway. 

      I have no clue why Clause comes here. I’ve never seen him in any other restaurants in town. When he does come to town, he ends up here, so it has to be the frosting. I shake my head because I really don’t know what the hell brings him in here. I don’t know anything. 

      What is weird is that I can’t see Clause running around town gossiping that I’m using boxed cake mix. No one would believe him, and I could call him a liar. That’s what Tinsel would tell me to do even if I was caught with the box in my hand. She’d scream that it was planted and I was framed. Her policy is if you start a lie there is no going back. You take that shit to the grave, and it doesn’t matter what proof they have. 

      The thing is I’m not a badass like Tinsel. I’ll crack because I can’t call someone a liar to their face even if they are one. It’s probably why Tinsel and I are best friends because we balance each other out. I don’t even debate calling her about this because that would only make this worse. I don’t even want to contemplate what her response would be. 

      I shove Clause's number into my pocket before I finish closing up and letting the rest of my staff go for the night. Today I felt lighter and like I could breathe. The box mix helped cut so much time off my day, and I was getting everything done. I could see the light at the end of the tunnel, but then Clause came and clouded everything, 

      I’ve always enjoyed his darkness, and from the first time I spotted him, I felt a pull. He gives off this don’t fuck with me vibe, and I had this desire, or maybe it’s a fantasy, that I could be the girl to get past that. That maybe I could be the exception. 

      He came out of nowhere one day, and my crush was instant, but I knew that was never happening. I’m a mess whenever he comes in, and I can’t bring myself to even meet his eyes because I fear I’d get lost in them. 

      I saw Tinsel stomp around about Jack for a few years, and I didn’t want to do the same thing. So I’ve done what I could to keep my distance from Clause, knowing we’ll never be anything. Now there’s no avoiding him, and I’ll have to call him. Wait. I can’t call him. That’s what serial killers do. 

      Not to mention Tinsel has joked about Clause being one since he stays out in the woods being all mysterious. I told her that if she thought he was up to no good, why didn’t she investigate him? Really I wanted her to dig up information for me, but she shrugged it off and said that would ruin the fun of it. Whatever that meant. 

      I don’t know how someone can keep themselves locked away, because I’m having a hard time not needing a roommate. I might get a cat or something because I keep catching myself talking to myself. 

      Pulling out my phone, I know I have no choice but to reach out to Clause. While I cleaned and prepped for tomorrow, I could put it to the back of my mind, but now everyone is gone and I’m alone with my thoughts. 

      I’m not going to call, but I’ll text instead. That’s what normal people do. 

      Me: Good evening, Clause. This is Frostie from the bakery. You gave me your number and told me to reach out. Did you need to place an order? 

      I hit send. It took me ten minutes to come up with that, but I’m going to try and avoid the box mix situation and see how that goes. 

      Clause: I know it’s you, Frostie. We both know I don’t want to place an order. I don’t want the box mix. I want the real thing. 

      Shit. Okay, I can do this. It’s text, and I can’t incriminate myself. 

      Me: I can assure you anything I make for you will be from scratch. 

      Clause: Good, then be here at nine and we’ll talk about what exactly it is I want. 

      Me: Here? As in the bakery? 

      Clause: No, my place. I’m guessing you’ll want to have this conversation in private. 

      I’m about to text him that no one is at the bakery now so we it would be private, but another text comes through. 

      Clause: This isn’t a request. Be here at nine. 

      I glare down at my phone. Who does he think he is? I pull off my apron as I head up the stairs to my apartment to change. I don’t understand why he can’t text me what he wants and I could bring it over. 

      Me: If you’d tell me what you’d like I could make it fresh and bring it over. 

      Clause: I’d rather you make it here so I know I’m getting what I ordered. Besides, we have other things to discuss. Be here at nine. I don’t care to repeat myself. 

      No, I don’t think Clause is a man that ever has to repeat himself. And why is that so damn hot?
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      I’m staring out the window when I finally see headlights appear at the end of my driveaway. “It’s about damn time,” I mumble to myself as I check my watch. 

      I pace around and wait not so patiently as I hear her get out of her car and walk up the wooden steps to the wraparound porch. Just when I hear the sound of her small knuckles on the oak door, I swing it open and scowl. 

      “You’re late.” 

      “I’m sorry, I got turned around. You know you’re literally in the middle of nowhere, right?” 

      I grumble a non-answer as I open the door wider and hold out my hand for her to come in. 

      She’s got a few bags she’s holding on to, so I take them from her while she takes off her coat. After she hands it to me, she looks around. 

      “Your home is beautiful.” 

      “Thanks,” I mumble, turning around and putting her coat on the hook while secretly smelling it. She smells like vanilla and powdered sugar. “I told you I wanted you to bake here.” 

      “Those are the supplies.” She nods at the bag. “I wasn’t sure what you would have on hand.” 

      “Oh,” I say and then carry the bag to the kitchen. “You can follow me.” 

      I don’t know what it is about being around Frostie that makes me even surlier and more tongue-tied than I am normally. Something about her trips me up and makes me forget my words. 

      “Whoa,” she says and stops in her tracks when she sees the kitchen. “Are you kidding me with this?” 

      “You don’t like it?” My brows furrow, and I scowl at the space, trying to figure out what’s wrong. When I designed the house, I had it done with all the bells and whistles. I’m not a great cook, but I didn’t want to have to redo it because it was missing something. 

      “Like it?” She shakes her head while staring in awe at the bright kitchen. “This is love, Clause.” 

      Hearing her say “love” and “Clause” in the same sentence does something funny to my insides, and I have to clear my throat to get it to stop. 

      “I want a cake,” I say as I put her bag of magical instruments down on the center worktop. “A chocolate one.” 

      She comes over to where I’m standing and leans all the way back to look up at me. “All right, but are you going to tell me what it is you really want?” 

      She straightens her back like it’s taking a lot of courage for her to speak her mind. Does she not normally say what she feels? Is someone intimidating her? I’ll have to keep a closer eye on who talks to Frostie every day. 

      “You saw me buy boxed cake mix, but that doesn’t mean I used it.” 

      I stare at her and slowly raise an eyebrow. 

      “Okay, but you can’t prove anything.” 

      “I don’t need to.” My voice is a low rumble as I take a seat at the worktop and push the bag toward her. “I know what I saw, and I know what I can get for being quiet.” 

      “So that’s the blackmail, huh? One chocolate cake for your silence?” 

      I let that hang between us for a moment as she takes out the ingredients. “No,” I finally say, and her eyes snap to mine. 

      “Two chocolate cakes?” she offers nervously, and I shake my head. “Three?” 

      “I want you to come bake something for me every day.” 

      “What?” she snaps a little too quickly and then tries again. “You can’t be serious. I can’t drive out here every night and make you dessert.” 

      “Why not?” 

      “Well, I mean, you know.” She looks around like she’s thinking of an answer. “I don’t even know you.” 

      She doesn’t seem like she’s scared of me, so I don’t understand her reasoning. I can tell when people aren’t comfortable being close to me, but Frostie has never been one of those. She might not go out of her way to come up next to me, but she’s not scared. 

      “I’m a big guy,” I say, and the look she gives me says duh. “I like dessert.” 

      “Me too, but I also like to fit into my jeans, so I’ve got to practice self-control.” 

      My eyes move down her curvaceous body, and I scowl again. “Why?” 

      “Why?” She stops opening up packages, and for a second, she thinks about the question like she’s never really thought about it. “Jeans are expensive?” 

      She says it like a question, and my scowl deepens. 

      “Never mind about that. Are you really going to keep me here every night so that you don’t tell the whole town I bought boxed cake mix?” 

      “Yes,” I say simply. and the one word seems to aggravate her more than the act of being here. 

      “Nobody would believe you.” 

      “You willing to take that chance?” She opens her mouth to answer but then shuts it quickly.

      “So just to be clear, I come out here and make you a dessert and you don’t tell Troping about my little secret?” 

      “And have dinner with me,” I blurt out, and she looks just as surprised as I am by the request. 

      “Dinner?” 

      “You can eat here and then we can have dessert. That’s the deal, take it or leave it.” 

      For a moment, she thinks it over, and then I see a flash of annoyance. “Fine.” 

      “And go with me to the craft fair.” 

      “The one in Westchester?” When I nod, she shakes her head. “No, I’ve already agreed to dinner and dessert. You can’t hold me hostage forever, Clause.” 

      “It’s not holding you hostage. There’s a cake thing. You should enter.” 

      “A cake thing?” She sounds intrigued as she stops stirring whatever is in the bowl. 

      “Yeah, like a contest.” 

      “Oh.” She’s quiet again as she thinks it over. 

      I’m just about to tell her to forget it when her soft sweet voice sounds through the kitchen. “How about I make you a counteroffer?” 

      I cross my arms over my chest, and I don’t miss the way she watches my shirt stretch tight. “I’m listening.” 

      “I will have dinner and dessert with you every night until the craft fair. After that, you let me off the hook. Deal?” 

      I’m thinking over the possibility of not having her here, but it’s a guarantee of two weeks together before the fair. It’s more than I would have otherwise, and I can always demand more afterwards with the threat of revealing her secret. 

      “Deal,” I say, and Frostie holds out her hand. I stare at it for a long moment and reach out to take it. 

      Her small hand fits in the palm of mine, and I wrap my worn wood-working fingers around hers. She’s soft, but there’s a strength there that surprises me, and I don’t want to let go. Forcing myself to release her, I sit back in my chair, and she goes back to making the chocolate cake. 

      At least for now, she’s mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          FROSTIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Clause’s eyes stay glued on me the whole time I make his chocolate cake, and it makes it hard to concentrate on what I’m doing. I turn into a bumbling mess when he’s around. There has always been something in the way he stares at me. 

      I thought I irritated him because his face is always grumpy. Now I’m starting to think something completely different. Does he want me? What else could it be? He can’t outright demand sex because that would be taking it too far. 

      A rush of heat flows through my body at the idea of him demanding I service him. What is wrong with me? I really have to stop with the dirty books. Noel over at the library keeps us single ladies stocked up. She even knows which books to recommend to each of us knowing our specific tastes. Noel finds it funny that I enjoy some of the darker reads while our very own Wild-West-let’s-blow-shit-up Tinsel loves them as sweet as she can get them. 

      I have a taste for a rougher kind of man. Recently I’ve been picking up more lumberjack books, and I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that it was because of Clause. Now that I’m in his home, I don’t think he’s a lumberjack at all. He might chop wood, but he has to do something that pays well. 

      “What do you do for a living?” I ask to make small talk. 

      “I’m retired.” 

      “You’re retired? How is that possible?” If I had to guess, he’s close to forty, but who knows? He looks young even with a full beard and thick dark hair, but there is some gray at his temples. Some men get that in their early twenties too. 

      “Unless I feel like working, then I might take a job.” He shrugs, not giving me anything more. I’m not sure if he’s trying to dodge my question or he’s being his normal Clause self and not saying much. 

      Deciding to get back to my cake, I figure that I can get it into the oven before I start dinner. I pour the batter into the pan and place it in one of the three ovens. The kitchen really is a dream. I knew Clause lived out in the middle of nowhere, but I had no idea how modern his home was. It’s made of logs with a wraparound porch that I think goes all the way around the back. 

      For some reason, I assumed he would live in a small cabin that had only the bare necessities. I wouldn’t have been shocked if he didn’t have a TV, but I would have been wrong. There is a giant one mounted above his fireplace that has built-in shelves on both sides. There’s nothing on them, but it's gorgeous nonetheless. Clause never seemed to be a man that needed much, but what do I know? Everything I think I know about the man I’ve made up in my head, but everyone in town has done the same. Guilt tugs at me for a moment, then I remember he’s blackmailing me. 

      Maybe it isn’t sex he’s after. He might be lonely out here in the middle of nowhere and doesn’t know how to make friends. If he stopped grunting at people, that might help, but I enjoy his grunting. My mind starts to go in a dirty direction again. 

      “Are you hot?” Clause finally asks a question of his own. 

      “Am I hot?” I repeat, glancing down at myself. I don’t think my outfit counts as hot since I’m wearing yoga pants with boots and a sweater that has a chubby cat on it eating Christmas cookies. I might have put some lip gloss on, but that’s it. 

      “I know you’re hot but I mean…ah.” He stumbles over his words. “Overheated,” he rushes to finish. 

      I’m a little warm, but it’s because of the awkward conversation we've gotten ourselves into. I see he's flushed, and I wonder if he’s embarrassed about what he said. Why is that so damn adorable? That’s a word I’m sure no one has ever dared call him before. There’s no way I’m going to tell him the real reason is because of all the dirty thoughts I was having about him. 

      “You think I’m hot?” The second the words are out of my lips, I want to grab them and shove them back into my mouth. “I mean yes, it is a bit warm in here.” I try to cover up my question, not wanting an answer to it. 

      Clause might be a beast of a man, but he is way hot. He’s in the league of his own. I bet he doesn’t have to chop wood. He could rip the logs in half with his bare hands. I felt how rough they were when he’d taken my hand. His had engulfed mine.

      I’ve always been on the curvy side. My grams used to tell me to never trust a skinny baker. I don’t mind my curves, but adding it with my height, I often feel out of place. I’m only a few inches under five feet, but compared to Clause, I might as well be a small doll. 

      “You’re hot. I’m sure you know that.” He grabs an iPad lying on the kitchen island, and I’m momentarily stunned by his words. Thankfully, he’s focused on the iPad, and I see him using it to turn down the heat in the house. 

      “You have a smart house?” 

      “It helps with my security.” 

      “Clause, I don’t think anyone is going to come out here to face off with you. Unless it’s a bear, which I think you might beat in a wrestling match,” I tease, and his lips twitch. I walk around the giant kitchen island and hand him a spoon covered in chocolate batter. He stares at it. “You’re supposed to lick it.” 

      “Why?” 

      “I don’t know. Grams always gave me the spoon when she got done making a cake.” I slide my tongue across the back side of the spoon. 

      “Tradition,” he grunts before taking the spoon from my hand and putting the whole thing into his mouth, sucking it clean. He lets out a deep rumble of satisfaction. 

      “You like?” My insides are melting knowing he does. It’s written all over his face right now, which isn’t normal for Clause. His face is always stoic, but tonight I’m catching glimpses of other things. 

      “I love it, but we all know it’s your frosting no one can get enough of.” I feel flushed and like we’re talking in code, and I’m the frosting he’s talking about. 

      He doesn’t want to say that flat-out, which I find odd. Sure, I’ll dance around confrontation because Tinsel is the bull in the china shop. I try to do as little damage as possible, but I didn’t think Clause would be a man that would tiptoe around anything. 

      “The frosting is quick to make. I want to get dinner started. Anything in particular you want?” 

      He licks his lips. “Whatever you’re willing to give,” he says before handing the spoon back to me. 

      Is he flirting with me? Can you flirt with someone while blackmailing them? The thing is, I’m not so sure I believe he’s really blackmailing me. I don’t know why, but I don’t think Clause is a snitch. However it pulls at my heartstrings to think about him being out here all alone in a home that’s built for a family. While it’s beautiful, I think it would be a daily reminder that it’s only him here. 

      There I go again making up my own storyline for him. He could be hooking up with every woman over in Westchester. You know who could find that information for me? Tinsel. Too bad she’d be all up in my business if I asked. For now, I’m going to keep my mouth shut and hope she doesn’t notice my nightly trips out here. She’s so wrapped up in Jack that she might not, but the girl can spring up out of nowhere. 

      “I’m a far better baker than chef, but I can make a stir fry from what I see in your fridge.” The thing is fully stocked, and so is the giant pantry. 

      “I’ll eat whatever you make,” he grunts. 

      “You have a lot of food for a single man out in the woods. Are you a doomsday prepper? Is that why you’re out here in the middle of nowhere with all the goods?” I tease.

      “I wouldn't say I’m a doomsday planner, but I am always prepared.” 

      “What do you do out here besides wrestle bears?” 

      “I don’t wrestle the bears. In fact, some of that meat in the fridge is for Maggie and her cubs.”

      I stop cutting the bell peppers. “You feed bears?” I whisper like one is coming up behind me. 

      “If she’s around.” 

      “You’re serious!” I gasp with excitement. I know we have bears because everyone else is always spotting them, but I’ve never seen one, and I grew up here. “Will she come tonight? Can I see her? She has cubs? How many?” I fire off one question after another. 

      “I fed them tonight already before you came, but tomorrow I’ll wait.” 

      “No, don't make them wait. I’ll get someone to close for me tomorrow so I can be here to see them.” 

      “Okay,” he agrees, leaning back in his chair as he goes back to watching me. 

      I know I’m here to cook for him, but it’s something more. Maybe he wants something romantic. So I do what I do best and I talk as I cook, telling him random stories. I think he’ll grow tired and make an excuse to leave and come back when the food is done so he doesn’t have to listen to me ramble. But instead he listens to every word I say as I fill the silence and tell him more about me. 

      “You don’t have a Christmas tree,” I point out once I have the stir fry going and get to work on my frosting. “I can’t believe this is a home in Troping. I bet you’re breaking a few laws out here because from what I’ve heard, I think decorations are mandatory.” I’m teasing him again. 

      Clause glances around his home to where the kitchen opens up into the living room. He gives one of his grunts, but I’m not sure what that one means. Either way, maybe tomorrow I’ll get him to share something, anything, really about himself. Now more than ever I want to know who Clause is. 

      Even if he is blackmailing me.
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      The next night, I get a text from Frostie saying she’s coming over early. As soon as she said she was on the way, I walked out onto the porch to wait for her. When her headlights approached, my heart somehow beat faster, and it was the happiest I’d been all day. 

      “Have the bears come yet?” is the first thing out of her mouth when she gets out of her car. 

      “Not yet,” I say, and she squeals with excitement and rushes inside. Tonight she doesn’t have bags of things with her because I guess everything I got was what she needed. “Come through to the back. I’ve got supper waiting on them.” 

      Without really thinking it through, I take her hand and lead her to the deck that looks out on all the land I own. In the distance, there’s a great big stump from where a hundred-year-oak died a few years back. I left it there as sort of a serving dish to feed the bears. This keeps them far away from the house but close enough so that I can watch them. 

      The sun is setting as we walk on the porch, and I let go of her hand. Not because I want to but because I’m afraid she doesn’t want me to keep holding it. 

      “They should be along soon. It’s usually about twilight when they show up.” 

      At the back of the house, the land flattens out a little before it slopes to a creek and gives a beautiful view of the mountains above the tree line. 

      Frostie steps forward and puts her hands on the rails and shakes her head. “Damn, Clause.” 

      “What?” I ask, moving next to her and trying to see what she’s looking at. 

      “I get it now.” When she turns to me, her smile is soft, and all I want to do is kiss her. 

      “Get what?” 

      She nods to the view. “Why you’d give up living in town. This view.” She shakes her head again as she turns to face the setting sun. “It’s priceless.” 

      “Well, unfortunately there was a price, and it was pretty damn high.”

      Frostie snaps her head in my direction and then busts out laughing. “I guess you’re right. But whatever it was, it was worth it.” 

      My eyes don’t leave her as I nod. “I agree.” 

      We wait a little longer, and then in the distance I see movement. Frostie is beside herself as I point it out, and then as if on cue, Maggie and her cubs come through the bushes and begin to feast. Watching Frostie’s reaction is the best part, and I drink it in as she enjoys the show. 

      “I can’t believe it. You’ve basically got pet bears.” 

      “It’s probably better to think of them as wild animals.” I shrug as we walk into the kitchen. “You know, so you don’t get mauled or something.” 

      “Good idea,” Frostie says, and when she turns the corner for the kitchen, she stops and gasps. “What in the—” 

      “You said I needed a Christmas tree.” There’s about fifty boxes and bags filled with decorations because I wasn’t sure what she would need. “The sales lady seemed excited.” 

      “You think?” Frostie turns wide eyes on me. “You could decorate your house ten times over. How many trees did you get?” 

      “Seven?” I guess, scratching the back of my head. 

      “Seven!” She sounds like she’s mad, but somehow she looks like this is the best news she’s ever gotten in her whole life. 

      “I just kept saying yes every time she scanned something, so I’m not exactly sure.” I point my thumb over my shoulder. “The rest is in the living room.” 

      “The rest!?” Frostie takes a calming breath. “I’m sorry I’m shouting, but this is literally my dream come true.” 

      And there goes the rest of my heart as I hand it over to her. Damn. She didn’t even have to ask for it. 

      “I thought maybe we could do homemade pizzas tonight since they’re easy.” 

      “Pizza and cookies it is.” She’s already rubbing her hands together as she gets closer to the boxes. “Oh! Let’s put on a Christmas movie.” 

      “Okay,” I agree readily, and it seems to make her even happier. 

      “What’s your favorite?” she asks, and I shrug. 

      “Don't know. I’ve never seen any.” 

      “How is that possible?” Frostie gives me a skeptical look like I’m not telling her the truth. So I decide maybe it’s time I give a little since she’s already given so much. 

      “I, um, I grew up in a kind of a cult.” 

      She blinks at me a few times and blinks slowly. “What?” 

      “My mom died in childbirth, and my father was part of a cult. He raised me until I was fifteen and then kicked me out.” 

      “I have so many questions,” she whispers as she takes a seat on one of the chairs behind her. 

      “It’s a long story and doesn’t make me feel real good when I think about it,” I say, and she nods. 

      “Yeah, I can imagine. Never mind, you don’t have to say anything else.” 

      “How about two questions?” I offer, and she nods, already agreeing. 

      “Why did they kick you out?” 

      “Because I wouldn’t marry another girl my age.” 

      “Oh my god.” Frostie brings her hands to her mouth, and I nod. 

      “Yeah, it was pretty awful. But the good news is that it broke up a couple of years after I left.” 

      “What did you do after they kicked you out?” 

      “I lied about my age and entered the military. I was always twice the size of the other boys, and I didn’t have proof of birth because of the compound. I found someone to help me forge documents, and that was that.” She bites her bottom lip, and I can see she’s still got lots of questions floating around in her head. “One more?” I offer. 

      “Have you ever seen any of your family since you left?” 

      “No,” I say, but it doesn’t feel like enough of an explanation. “I saw them in court during the sentencing but chose to go no contact afterwards. That’s not who I am, and it’s not the life I want.” 

      “I can understand why.” The worry in her eyes does something to me, and I take a step closer to her. 

      “I’m okay now,” I say to reassure her. “Before the military, I lived my life surrounded by people I hated with nothing of my own. So I knew one day when I finally welcomed someone into my space, it would be because I needed them there.” 

      Frostie bites her bottom lip, but this time it’s to hide a smile as she nods toward the boxes. “Then let’s cheer this space up.” 

      “I’d like that,” I agree.
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      “Hmm.” My body feels warm and fuzzy, and I don’t want to open my eyes. My alarm isn’t going off yet, but if I check the time, I’ll end up waking up. So instead, I let myself drift back asleep, and I’m almost there when I realize there is a hand on my breast. 

      The fingers flex and give it a small squeeze. My eyes fly open, and I see pillows and comforters surrounding me. I’m in the middle of a soft cloud that is not my bed, and it’s definitely not my own hand grabbing my boob. I think Clause might be the only man in this town that could hold one of my breasts fully in his giant hand and have it fit perfectly. 

      Slowly, I try to slip out of Clause’s grip, but it only tightens. He pulls me deeper into his warm body before throwing one of his legs over mine, thoroughly trapping me. Damn, he feels good and smells good too. How the hell did I end up in his bed? I shift, wanting to get a peek at him and see if he’s awake. 

      “Frostie.” Clause grunts my name, and I still my movements. 

      His leg presses against my ass, and then my eyes widen. Holy shit, that’s his cock. I know Clause is a big man, so it shouldn’t be shocking that his cock would match the rest of the package, but there’s no way that thing will ever fit inside me. Although no one said anything about it going into me. It’s morning wood and completely normal. 

      “Clause?” I whisper as the night before starts to come back to me. I think I might have had a Christmas crash, if that’s a thing. I was so excited about decorating Clause's home, I ended up overdoing it. There might have been some spiked eggnog too, which was my idea. 

      Clause only grunts a response, which makes my nipples harder. I glance down at my clothes, and I’m pretty sure I’m in one of his shirts.

      “You’re killing me,” he grits out as I wiggle again, and I’m not sure if he’s mad. His tone is different. 

      “Three words all strung together. I’m impressed,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood and my growing desire. “Care to tell me why I’m killing you?”

      Does he have a hangover? I don’t feel hung over, but I’m also a lightweight when it comes to drinking. I think I had three of those cocktails last night. One holiday movie turned into another as we decorated, and before I knew it, we were on the sofa watching together.

      “You’re wiggling your ass against my cock.” I have to fight not to do it again. Now that he said it, that's all I can think about. 

      “You’ve got a hold of my boob,” I point out. He could have let that go at any time because I’m sure he grabbed it in his sleep or something. Clause isn’t handsy. In fact, he gives me too much space at times. I remember after my first drink trying to flirt with him, but I don’t think it worked. 

      “You’re the one that demanded cuddles.” 

      “I demanded cuddles?” That must have been after the third drink. Is that my flirt game? To demand cuddles? I start to giggle, and my whole body shakes. 

      My laughter dies as it comes back to me. Oh god. It was clear after the first drink last night that I wouldn’t be driving, so Clause said I could have the bed after he gave me one of his shirts to sleep in. I think I might have even danced around to Christmas music. He sat there and watched, probably thinking I was a weirdo and asking himself why he blackmailed this person into coming to his house. Kill me now. 

      “I like them,” he finally says. 

      “My boobs or cuddles?” I’m thankful my back is to him and he can’t see my face because I wouldn't be so bold with my words otherwise. 

      I still can’t believe I’m in Clause’s bed in only his shirt and my panties. If someone had told me this was coming a week ago, I would have called them crazy. I didn’t think Clause could stand me, and now we’re friends. At least, I think we are. Really I have no clue where we stand because Clause isn’t a big communicator. 

      “Both.” His hand slips down slowly, and I don’t stop him as he moves it under my shirt and up to grab my bare breast. “You’re so soft.” He buries his face in my neck, and a warm shiver spreads over my body.

      I feel him suck in a deep breath. Is he breathing me in? Why is that so freaking hot? I close my eyes, enjoying him groping me. I love the way his giant body presses against mine and makes me feel delicate. 

      “And you’re very hard.” I know it’s natural for men to be hard in the morning, but could there be more to what is happening? He rubs his rough thumb across my nipple, making me moan. “Clause?” I turn my head, needing to see his face. 

      We’re crossing a line here, and I’m not sure what that means. I don’t know why it scares me, but it does. Clause doesn’t let people close, but I practically jumped in his bed and dragged him into it with me. 

      “Are—” He cuts me off as his mouth comes down and claims mine. 

      The kiss starts off slow as both of us tentatively explore the other, but it quickly turns wild. Clause’s mouth devours mine, and then he shifts to move over me. My legs part, making room for him, and I feel his cock pressing against my sex and then hitting my clit. We grind on each other, moving back and forth, mimicking sex. I dig my nails into his back as an orgasm rises inside of me with each thrust of his hips. His cock gives my clit the perfect amount of pressure.

      “Clause.” I break the kiss. “I…ah…” 

      “Yes?” he grunts, thrusting down harder. It sends me over the edge, and my orgasm explodes through me. He groans my name, and his body jerks over mine as he buries his face in my neck again. My panties are soaked, and I’m not sure if it’s his release or my own. 

      When Clause finally lifts his head, his expression is unreadable. He opens his mouth to say something, but a bell goes off, followed by a loud pounding at the front door. 

      A growl rumbles from Clause, and he pushes off the bed and stomps into his closet. I sit up, and the bell goes off again as the pounding on the front door gets louder. Clause comes back out of his closet with a new pair of sweatpants on before he storms out of the room. 

      “You better open this door, you lumberjack serial killer, or I’ll blow it open,” I hear Tinsel yell. “I know you’ve got her in there.” 

      Shit, she must have seen my car parked out front. 

      “You’re not blowing anything open,” Jack tells her. 

      “I could make a bomb. I’d need to use your phone to google it, though.” 

      I hear the front door swing open a second later. “You’re trespassing,” Clause snaps, and I jump from the bed and run out to the living room before a fight can break out. 

      “I can’t see. Get your hands off my face,” Tinsel shouts. 

      When I get to the front door, I elbow my way past Clause to see Jack and Tinsel. Jack’s got his hand over her eyes, and his other arm is wrapped around her waist to keep her from going anywhere. 

      “Put on a shirt.” Jack glares at Clause. 

      “Oh shit. What time is it?” It's bright outside. 

      “It’s I-thought-you’d-been-murdered o’clock!” Tinsel snaps. 

      “Crap. Okay, okay.” I have to get to the bakery. I hope the staff opened on their own, or everyone is going to be wondering where I was and what I was up to. Clause would be the talk of the town, and I don’t think he’d like that because he’s private. I rush back into the house to find my clothes and quickly get dressed, but I hear banging on the door again. 

      “Did you lock them out?” I ask as I grab my purse and see my phone is dead. 

      “Yes,” Clause says, pulling a shirt on. 

      I pull on my boots and almost fall over, but Clause catches me. “Thanks.” He puts me on my feet, and I lick my lips, still feeling him there. “So I guess—” 

      “Open this door!” Tinsel shouts, cutting me off. 

      “You know I’m alive!” I shout back. 

      “Did she yell at me?” I can hear her muffled question from the other side of the door. “She never yells. What did he do to her?” 

      What has Clause done to me? I don’t want to leave, but he’s not asking me to stay, and I have a bakery I need to check on. 

      “I should go,” I say, and Clause only nods before walking over to the front door. 

      “You don’t have to come tonight,” he says as he opens the door, and his words shock me. He doesn’t want me to? I want to ask him, but Jack and Tinsel are staring at us, and Clause is looking anywhere but at me. 

      “Okay” is all I can get out. 

      “Hey,” Tinsel calls after me as I hurry past her and over to my car. 

      “I have to get to the bakery,” I tell her because I want to get out of here. Still, Tinsel rushes over before I can get into my car. 

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” she asks, and I blink quickly so I don’t cry. “If he—” 

      “It was me. I threw myself at him,” I whisper so Jack and Clause can’t hear. Tinsel’s eyebrows rise in surprise. Normally I’d relish shocking her but not this time. Not right now. “I have to go.”

      Tinsel purses her lips but steps back so I can open my car door and get the hell out of here. As much as I want to leave, I’m scared I’ll never be back.
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      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 

      What did I just do? I mauled Frostie and then sent her running from me as fast as she could go. I told her not to come, and she didn’t even blink. I couldn’t explain because I was so tongue-tied after what happened, and then the fucking sheriff showed up. 

      That was a whole other can of worms. Tinsel glared at me for a full sixty seconds before Jack practically dragged her back into the car and drove them off my land. Then I sat in my living room looking at all the decorations that Frostie put up and felt like my heart was breaking. She’s gone, and I’ve fucked it up. 

      I never drink or set an alarm. I’m usually up before the sun just because I’m used to it, but after last night, I was exhausted and fell into bed so perfectly with her. It was like we’d been doing it our whole lives, and we fit together like missing pieces of a puzzle. 

      Of course she had to get up and open her bakery this morning. What the fuck did I expect? After a while of sitting in my own self-loathing, I decide I’ve got to make this right with her. I can’t just let her run out of here without an explanation and then never see her again because of a misunderstanding. That’s not going to happen. 

      Once I’m ready, I drive into Troping, but instead of going straight to Frostie’s, I pull up in front of the sheriff’s office. When I go inside, I say hello to one of the ladies on dispatch and ask for Tinsel. She pokes her head out of her office and scowls when she sees me. Then she steps out from behind her door holding a mug that reads Details are sketchy. 

      “Come to confess to your crimes of kidnapping?” Before I can answer, she turns to the elderly lady outside her office. “Mabel, grab my cattle prod.” 

      The lady doesn’t so much as look up from her wordsearch. “I would, but you broke it when you tried using it to kill mosquitoes.”

      “Damn it,” Tinsel says to herself. 

      “I need to talk to you,” I say and nod to her office. “In private.” 

      “Not without my lawyer.” Tinsel turns to Mabel again. “Call Jack.” 

      The older lady sighs and circles a word on her page. “He’s at the deli getting you a sandwich.” 

      “Double damn it,” Tinsel hisses before finally agreeing. “Fine, but just know Mabel here can do karate, so I’d think twice before coming at me.” 

      “Noted,” I say as I follow Tinsel into her office and we both take a seat. 

      “So, why did you kidnap my friend and then make her cry?” 

      “She cried?” My voice is louder than I mean it to be, and I start to stand up. 

      “Okay fine, maybe she didn’t cry, but I know Frostie, and she was upset.” 

      “I’m going to talk to her, but I wanted to see you first. She and I are…” I don’t know how to say I’m blackmailing her to be with me in a nice way, so I settle for a partial truth. “We’re seeing each other.” 

      “I did a little digging on your background.” She tries to put her feet up on her desk but misses and nearly falls over backwards in her chair. “Turns out you were in the military.” She doesn’t miss a beat in conversation as she straightens up. 

      “Yes, I was.” 

      “So you’re admitting it.” She points a finger right at me, and she might be funny if I wasn’t still so damn sad about Frostie. 

      “You’re her best friend,” I say, ignoring her line of inquisition. 

      “I see you’ve done your own homework too.” Tinsel takes a sip of what looks like hot cocoa and waits for me to finish. 

      I’m not used to doing anything like this, so it’s hard to open myself up in this way. But getting Frostie to come be with me again is all I care about. So I decide to sacrifice what little fear I have about talking and messing up my words so I can do this right. 

      “In the rush for her to leave this morning, I messed up, and I think I hurt her feelings.” Before Tinsel can start talking, I hold up my hands. “It wasn’t intentional. I just don’t always say things the right way.” 

      “Okay, go on.” She puts her elbows on her desk, waiting for me to finish. 

      “What can I do to make things right?” There it is, me laying it out and asking for help. It’s not something I’ve ever done before, but desperate times and all that. 

      Last night and this morning were the single greatest hours of my life, and it all came crashing down around me with the dawning of the sun. I need to get that time back and fix what I’ve screwed up. 

      “Well, if it were me—which I would never ever do because I’m amazing and she loves me,” Tinsel rambles to herself. “But if I was possessed by aliens and somehow fucked up, I think she would need some kind of grand gesture.” 

      “Oh,” I say, thinking this is probably the worst case scenario. Grand gestures aren’t in my operation manual. 

      “Or maybe just leave her alone,” Tinsel suggests, and I see her trying to hide a smile. I can’t tell if she’s fucking with me or telling me the truth. 

      Just then the door to her office opens, and Jack is carrying a bag of sandwiches from the deli along with a bag from Frostie’s. 

      “Good to see you again,” Jack says and looks at my clothes. “With a shirt on.” 

      “I’m on my way out,” I say and get up from the chair. “I was just asking Tinsel for advice on how to patch things up with Frostie,” I mumble as I try to think of something that might work. 

      “Well, when she’s mad at Tinsel, all it takes is a drive down Canterberry lane to look at the Christmas lights,” Jack offers, and Tinsel smacks his chest. 

      “That’s a secret,” she hisses, and Jack shrugs. “He’s the enemy.” 

      “Thanks for the talk,” I say to the two of them, and Tinsel narrows her eyes at me as I exit her office. 

      Once I’m outside, I take a walk to the bakery and see there’s a line of people inside. Of course there is. When I walk in, Frostie looks up and stares right at me. She was in the middle of helping a customer and ends up dropping something onto the counter. She apologizes, and I stand in line while she and another person behind the counter take orders. 

      It doesn't take long, and when I’m the next in line, she looks over at the girl working with her and whispers that she’s taking a quick break. 

      “Come on back,” she says, and I follow her around the counter and to the rear of the bakery. 

      Once the kitchen door closes behind us, we both start to talk right away. 

      “I’m sorry,” I say. 

      “About this morning,” she says at the same time, and then I see a little smile. “You first.” 

      “I didn’t mean what I said about not coming back. I just meant I didn’t want to pressure you. It was a lot and…” 

      “And I liked it,” she finishes for me. 

      “I’d like to take you out after you close,” I say, and she nods while tucking her chin in the cutest way. 

      “I can bring dessert,” she offers, and feeling brave, I reach out and put my hand on her hip before pulling her closer to me. 

      “I think I’ve already got something sweet.” She tilts her head back, and I cup her cheek before bending down and kissing her. 

      “We’re out of snickerdoo—” 

      Frostie and I jump apart when the girl from the counter comes around the corner, and I realize the door to the kitchen is standing wide open, and the whole bakery can see us. 

      “Gotta go,” Frostie says with her face flushed and her lips glossy from our kiss. “See you at close.” 

      Then that beautiful woman who has become my obsession disappears into the crowd.
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      If I thought I was busy before, I was wrong. My foot traffic only picked up after Clause left, and I’m not sure what people thought they were going to see. They do, however, ask questions, and they’re terrible at it too. Everyone is trying to be sneaky and failing.

      Anything new, Frostie? What’s going on in your life, Frostie? Have you been dating? Who will you be spending Christmas with? 

      It was one after another, but I dodged them the best I could because the reality is, I don’t know what Clause and I are. He’s always so private and when he realized people were watching, he jumped back quickly. It makes me wonder how much experience he has with women. 

      I bite the inside of my cheek, thinking about the possibility of him being a virgin too. It’s hard to believe when you see him since he’s all male dominance at a glance, but there’s this sweetness under it once you get through the grunts, which I love. I’m even starting to understand his grunts like they are a language only I can translate. 

      After cleaning off the tables out front, the staff left. They also tried to squeeze information out of me. When I head toward the back, I go up to my place to change. I want to put on something cute, but my bra and panty selection isn't great. I wonder if Carol is still open. She mainly sells dresses, but she does carry lingerie and the occasional matching bra and panty set. 

      That’s what’s on my mind when I collide with a body, and I scream as I jump back. 

      “It’s me!” Tinsel squeaks. “You scared me!” She puts her hand over her chest. 

      “You scared me!” I shout back at her. “I thought no one was left in the building. I didn’t know you were here.” She might live with Jack, but she still has a key. 

      “Really? I mean, that’s what I was doing. Honing my spy game.” 

      “I think what you were doing was waiting for me so you can launch an investigation.” I can already tell Tins wants the dirt on what’s going on between Clause and me. That makes two of us. 

      “I’m the one that’s asking the questions here.” She raises her chin. 

      “You’re a dork.” 

      “That may be true, but I’m a dork with a badge and a gun.” She reaches over to pat her gun and freezes. “Shit, I forgot it.” I snort a laugh. Her gun doesn’t even have real bullets in it. They only use the rubber kind to scare off bears. 

      “What time does Carol close?” Her hours have been a bit wacky, but she is knocked up. Tins should be over there grilling her on who the baby daddy is and not here asking me about my Clause. My Clause. It has a nice ring to it because I want to be his. 

      “Depends if she has appointments for alterations.” Tins lifts the lid on one of my pastry boxes, and I smack her hand. I filled up three boxes, and although it might be overkill, I wanted to bring a bit of everything to Clause. 

      “Those aren’t for you.” 

      Her mouth falls open in shock. “They’re for him, aren’t they? Just admit it!” She throws her hands up in the air. “You’re giving your treats away for free to him? Only I get free stuff around here.” 

      “Okay, I admit it.” She stares at me, but I stare right back. It’s not even about the blackmail thing anymore. At least to me, it isn’t. I never believed Clause when he said he’d tell everyone about my trip over to Westchester. 

      “Well…” She strums her fingers on the top of the box. “So you two are a thing.” 

      “I’m not sure what we are.” 

      “Well, you better not be friends, or he and I are going to have a problem. Not only is he taking free sweets, he's stealing my best friend.” 

      “I can assure you that he and I have done things you and I have not.” I can say that much. 

      “It better be sex stuff, cause if it’s skiing, we’re going to have problems.”

      I snort a laugh. “I don’t ski,” I say, and she knows this. 

      “I’m just saying. I’ve been trying to get you to go for years, and if I find out the two of you are skiing together, I’ll throw him behind bars.” 

      “We don’t have a jail.” At one time we did, but it was from the thirties. I don’t think the lock works on it. Plus, Tinsel turned it into a room she filled with collectible nutcrackers. She had shelves put up for them and everything. I have no clue why she collects them, but I don’t know why she does a lot of things. She once made us drive three hours to pick one up. At least it’s not creepy dolls she’s into. 

      “We do too. Why do you think we got all those nutcrackers in there? Torture devices.” She gives me an evil grin that is more adorable than evil, but I’d never tell her that. 

      “Yeah, Jack is going to let you crack other men’s nuts?” He didn’t want her to see Clause without a shirt on. Her eyes widen, knowing I’m right. Hell, he might take away her nutcrackers if he heard about the ball-crunching plan.

      “I’m only teasing. I’d never do that to my nutcrackers, but I have other things I can do.” She gets an evil smirk again. I’m sure she has a million crazy ideas forming in her head.

      “Tins, I like him. Like, really like him.”

      Her shoulders drop. “Why didn’t I notice this? I mean, I knew he was into you. I just didn’t know you were into him. You would never even make eye contact with him. That so not you. I mean, you talk to everyone. I…” She suddenly trails off, putting things together in her mind, and I know she’s pissed at herself. Tins might be a goofball, but she’s actually really good with knowing everyone in town. And I don’t mean by name. She truly knows them. “You’ve been crushing. Of course.” She face-palms herself.

      “I’ve been infatuated,” I admit. There was something about Clause that always had my attention even if I wasn’t staring his way. I swear I could feel him enter my bakery without having to see him. I just felt him there. “Wait.” I pause as she follows me up the stairs to my place. “He stares at me?” 

      “Yeah he stares. The only other person he ever acknowledges is my brother, who forces it on him. Not once does Clause come to town and not stop at the bakery to sit and watch you for a few hours. He could easily take his drink and food and leave, but he doesn’t. Which is telling since he doesn’t want to ever be in town.” 

      “Really?” I perk up knowing that. 

      “Yes, really. You think I don’t notice a man staring down my best friend?” 

      “You didn’t know Jack was in love with you,” I point out. 

      “I’m really getting sick of the logic stuff. What has the lumberjack done to you?” Tins huffs as I open the door to my place. 

      “I’ve got some mail here for you.” I point to the coffee table where I dropped it earlier.

      I head to my room to pack a bag. I wish I had sexier underwear, but for tonight I’ll take what I’ve got. For all I know, we might only hang out. That kiss, though. If we have one of those while we’re alone, I think things will escalate quickly. 

      “Hey, what’s this?” Tins waltzes into my bedroom holding up a piece of paper. “You’re keeping so many secrets from me.” She waves it around. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I take the paper from her hand. “Oh.” I can’t believe he did this. I’m not mad. I actually think it’s sweet. “Clause mentioned us going to Westchester this weekend for the crafts fair. I guess there is a cake baking contest, and he thought I should enter. He must have entered me himself.” 

      “Clause goes to craft fairs? I thought he chopped wood and did murder.” I roll my eyes at her.

      “He’s mentioned he often goes to Westchester.” 

      “That two-timing motherfucker. He’s hanging out in Westchester all the time and not Troping. Get me a nutcracker.”

      I grab her elbow to stop her from leaving. “Stop being a nut.” 

      “I’m not being a nut, I'm going to crack some.” I snort a laugh. “Is that an overnight bag?” 

      “It is.” I change my clothes. I’m sure I still smell like sugar, but I always do.

      “So you’re staying the night with him again? On purpose this time?” She lifts a brow. 

      “Maybe, I don’t know. I’m taking the bag, and we’ll see what happens.” I hope I spend the night. The bakery was actually fine when I got here this morning. It made me realize that my staff is capable. I just have some control issues when it comes to the bakery. I did love how we woke up this morning until it went to hell. I want to do it again but without Tins banging on the door. 

      “So you two are, like, together, together?” 

      “I don’t know.” I want to know. It’s too bad that I’m not brave enough to ask him what we are. I’m sure as hell not going to tell Tins about the blackmail.
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      When Frostie walks out of the bakery, she’s holding a couple of boxes and a bag. “I’ll take those,” I say as I open the passenger side door for her and then help her up in my truck. I put everything else in the back seat and make sure it won’t spill over as I get it and turn the truck toward the neighborhood with all the lights.

      “So where are you taking me?” 

      “I hear you like the lights at Canterberry.” She gasps so loud that it startles me, and I slow down to make sure she’s all right. “What’s wrong?” 

      “Nothing, it’s only my favorite. How did you know?” 

      “An overdramatic sheriff might have given me a tip.” 

      “Wonder who that could be.” She smirks and then bounces in her seat. “I didn’t get to go last year because the store was too busy. Have you been there?” 

      “No, tell me about it. Why is it your favorite?” I absolutely love seeing the light in her eyes and the excitement she has as she starts the story. 

      “From what I’ve heard, it was way back in the fifties that families in the neighborhood would get together and make decorations for the trees that lined the streets. The whole area is only one road in the shape of a horseshoe. So you go in and drive around the bend and then exit. I think maybe it's around five miles long. Anyway, each year they would add more and more and then eventually lights and all kinds of stuff. The tradition then became that they created these giant round ornaments that hang from all the trees. There’s so many that the fire department volunteers to come out on the first day of November and hang them up. It’s incredible.” 

      “So it’s a large display of giant balls?” I ask, and Frostie snorts. 

      “Round ornaments,” she repeats, and I reach out to take her hand. 

      “Tomato, tomahto.” I squeeze her fingers, and she squeezes mine back. “I’ll see all the balls you want if it makes you happy.” 

      “I’ll remember you said that.” She giggles again, and I could get used to that sound. 

      I can tell when we get close because there’s a small line of cars waiting to turn in. But we talk as we drive through, and it’s truly something I’ve never seen before. Overhead like a canopy, the lights glow, and it makes it feel like we’ve somehow been transported back in time. The homes are still the same on the outside as they were in the fifties, and the people here have embraced the kitsch. 

      “That was pretty incredible,” I admit, and Frostie looks smug. 

      “What did I tell you?” 

      “You were right.” It’s the end of the light show, and there’s a stand across the street that sells hot cocoa. I pull over next to it and grab Frostie a cup so she doesn’t have to get out in the cold. Once I’m back, she takes a sip, and the moan she makes goes straight to my dick. I wait for her to put it down and then I crook my finger at her. “Come here.” 

      “Where?” she asks as she leans forward, and I see the way she’s looking at my mouth. 

      “Here,” I say as I drag her across the console and into my lap. 

      “Clause,” she whispers and looks out the window. “People might see in here.” 

      “All they’ll see is me kissing you,” I say as I brush my lips over hers. “That’s not so bad, is it?” 

      She moans as I slide my tongue over her bottom lip, and then she shakes her head. “I guess not.” 

      I keep kissing her as my hand slides over her ass and then to the waist of her jeans. She sucks in a breath when I unbutton it, but I smile and don’t stop. 

      “Don’t worry. Nobody can see this, but I’ve got to have a taste.” 

      My hands dip down in her panties, and my fingers part her pussy lips. She’s already wet, and when I rub her clit, she moans in my mouth. Quickly I pull my fingers out of her panties and suck the taste off of them. 

      “Goddamn, I’ve been thinking about this all day, Frostie.” I slide my fingers back inside her and then use them to fuck her tight little pussy. “It was all I could do to not fill you up this morning.” 

      “Don’t stop,” she groans, bearing down on my hand. 

      “I want to put you on my face and eat you like a meal.” My mouth moves to her neck, and I suck on her there while I keep pressure on her clit. “That little taste I got wasn’t enough.” 

      “Right there.” She grabs my shirt and digs her fingers into my chest. 

      “My pretty girl, cum for me. Get my fingers messy and let me lick it off.” 

      She cries out in the cab of the truck, and I growl as my cock throbs under her ass. Her pussy grips my fingers, and then I feel a warm rush coat them as her body climaxes. I rub the heel of my hand on her clit slowly to drag it out, and when she begins to shake and push my hand away, I know she’s had all she can take. 

      “Mmmm,” I moan as I slip those wet fingers past my lips, and I close my eyes, savoring it. “Now that’s a dessert.” 

      Even in the dark light of the cab I know she’s blushing, and I bend down to kiss her. 

      Just then a horn honks behind us, and I see there’s a line of people waiting to get their own hot cocoa. 

      “We should get going,” Frostie says, but I grip her hips tighter. 

      “They can wait,” I say and kiss her once more, just because I can. 

      After we pull apart, I set her back in her seat and buckle her up before pulling out and steering toward my house. She’s staying with me tonight whether she likes it or not. Great. I’ve gone from blackmail to kidnapping. 

      “Thanks for tonight,” she says and leans over to kiss me on my cheek. “Even if it ends now, it was perfect.” 

      “Oh, it’s far from over,” I tease. “But I’ve got one question.” 

      “Okay?” She sounds hesitant as she waits. 

      “So what was with that one house with the lamp?” 

      “The lamp? What do you mean?” 

      “I don’t know, but it was around halfway through the drive. I can’t believe you didn’t notice it. They were probably the only house with almost no lights on.” I shrug because it looked like it stood out to me. “They only had that one lamp in the front living room, and it was shaped weird. It was like a leg or something.” 

      “The leg lamp!” Frostie shouts and then proceeds to fall into a fit of giggles. 

      “Yeah, that’s weird, right?” 

      “Oh Clause, I have got so much more to teach you.” 

      “You promise?” I say, picking up her hand and kissing the back of it. 

      “I do,” she says, and the two words hang in the air between us all the way back to my place.
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       “You know you didn’t tell me that you entered me into the bake-off.” 

      “I thought it was part of the deal.” Clause grins as he polishes off another one of my frosted cookies. Here I thought I brought too many sweets, but he’s eating them all up. 

      “The blackmail?” I say, and he shrugs. I don’t think he wants to talk about it. Since we’ve started this, we’ve shifted from blackmail to something else. I want to be here, and it’s not because of the consequences. “You know I’m here because I want to be. Plus, this kitchen is kickass.” Who has three ovens?

      “But you wouldn’t have come without it,” he says, and I shake my head. 

      “You never asked.” 

      “You wouldn’t look at me,” he grunts. 

      “The reason I couldn’t look at you is because I was always blushing or acting like a dork in front of you. You flustered me because I had a crush on you. You’re not the only one that’s shy, Clause.” 

      “I’m not shy.” He folds his arms over his chest, and I can sense a wall start to come up. “And you’re not a dork,” he adds in my defense. 

      “Okay, maybe that’s the wrong word.” I lay my hands on the cool countertop, hating that the kitchen island is separating us right now. “I’m a virgin.” His eyes widen when I lay it out there. “Is it really that shocking? If I was dating, you would know it. One kiss with you and the whole town knew in five minutes. Have you heard of me with anyone since you moved here?” 

      I’m actually not sure when Clause did move here. His house sat far enough back from town that when it was built, it wasn’t noticeable. It wasn’t until I spotted him more than once around town that I realized he must live close. Then I might have asked around about where he lived. 

      “I know you haven’t dated anyone since I’ve been here, but there had to be someone before. I don’t want to think about that,” he grits out. 

      “Why are you so sure there was someone before?” 

      “You’re…ah…” He trails off. 

      “I’m what?” 

      “Perfection.” 

      If I wasn’t already half in love with Clause, that alone would have put me there. “So you do keep up on town gossip,” I say, and he gives me another one of his shrugs. “How did you spot me in Westchester? I had a wig on.” I knew it wasn't the best disguise but still. What are the odds he’d be a town over going to the grocery store when there’s one right here in town? 

      “I’d know your body anywhere.” His eyes drop to my breasts, and my cheeks warm. 

      “Are you a boob man, Clause?” I tease to lighten the mood for a moment, but I have no intention of fully changing this subject. I was timid when I left the bakery about where Clause and I stood, but after him getting me off in the truck, I know this has to be more. 

      “I’m a Frostie man.” A laugh bubbles out from me. 

      Clause has this way of complimenting me in the sweetest ways. It’s not straight lines that say I’m sexy. It’s endearing and so him. 

      “If you haven’t noticed, I’m a Clause girl.” He drops his arms and starts to come around the island, but I shift to match his movement and keep the island between us. 

      Seconds ago, I didn’t want there to be space between us, but I know if he touches me right now, I’ll be done for, and I want to have this conversation because I know I’m not leaving this house a virgin. I want to make sure that means something. I hadn’t been saving myself, at least I didn’t think I was, but as the years passed and no one ever caught my attention, I realized I wanted my first time to be with a man that would forever be mine. 

      “Are you running from me?” Something flashes in his eyes that makes more than my cheeks heat. My whole body lights up at the idea of Clause chasing me down because he wants me so badly, but I’m starting to think that maybe that is what has happened here. Or maybe I’m a silly girl making up a fantasy in my head. Somehow I don’t think that’s true. 

      “You’d chase me?” 

      “Yes,” he says without hesitation. He’s right. Shy is the wrong word. Maybe unsure or I might even say scared. He could be afraid to get hurt because his own family threw him out. Clause might not have liked what his family stood for and did, but that would sting any child to a degree. 

      “Clause, I—” He lunges for me, and for a big man, he can move fast. He’s got a hold on me before I can try and go anywhere again, and I wrap my legs around him, not fighting it. “I’m not running from you. I just want to know what this is.” 

      “You’re mine,” he states, and I run my fingers through his hair and feel him relax under my touch. “I saw you leave. It was late, and I was worried.” 

      “You followed me to Westchester that night?” Now it’s his turn to look shy. In a crazy kind of way, it’s cute that he blackmailed me into pretty much dating him, but it also makes my heart ache that he thought he’d have to do that. “I don’t think you know how attractive you are.” 

      “People run from me.” 

      “Because you growl at them. If you smiled, girls would probably fall at your feet.” They already check him out, but I don’t tell him that. 

      “It doesn’t matter. I want you.” He leans in and nuzzles my neck, and I feel him breathe me in. “I’ve never been with anyone either.” My fingers in his hair tighten. “I like my space but not with you. I want to be all over you, you’re so sweet. You’re the most precious, beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

      “I have news for you, Clause. You’re the only man I’ve ever wanted.” He lifts his head to stare into my eyes. “Make love to me,” I whisper against his mouth. “Really make me yours.” 

      “You’re already mine.” Clause carries me through the house and into his bedroom. He drops me down onto the bed before pulling his shirt off over his head. I scramble to my knees so I can pull mine off too and unhook my bra. I go for the button on his jeans next, but his hands grab mine, stopping me. 

      “You got to taste me. I think it’s my turn to taste you.” I lick my lips, staring up at him.

      “I won’t last if you touch me there.” Does he really think that’s going to stop me? All that does is make me want to do it more. I want to see this man come undone because it makes me feel like the sexiest woman in the world. 

      And to Clause, I think I am.
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      “I don’t want to finish in your hand, sweet thing.” I lick my lips as I look down her body. “I’ve got all kinds of places I’d rather put it.” 

      Before she can protest, I reach down and pull at the back of her knees so she falls flat on the mattress. I grab her jeans and panties at the same time and peel them off her body so she’s completely naked under me. 

      “That’s better,” I say, spreading her legs to see the lips of her pussy open. “It’s about time I got to lick that pretty kitty.” 

      Without teasing her or myself, I bury my face in her cunt and get to eating. I hold her down on the mattress and lick her all over before sucking on her clit and her lips. I want to feast on every damn inch of her, and I am going to take my time. I need to know every little dip and curve, and I want it branded on my tongue. 

      While I’m enjoying my meal, she claws at the sheets and cries out my name. She cums quick the first time, but I’ve got no plans on stopping anytime soon. 

      “Pussy this good should be under lock and key,” I hum as I slide my fingers inside of her. “Maybe that’s what I’ll do. I’ll buy you a pair of panties with a lock, and I’ll wear the key around my neck.” 

      With a growl of desire, I grab her hips and roll her over so that she’s on all fours and I’m underneath her while she rides my face. I wrap my arms around her thighs and bring her down harder so that her pussy is smothering me. I don’t want air; I want her cum on my face. 

      “Oh shit!” she cries out as she grips the headboard and pushes down.  

      Feeling like she needs another little nudge, I slide one of my wet fingers to her ass and press down just a little to give her the extra pressure, and that’s all it takes to send her over the edge. 

      She screams again, and this time she’s begging me to stop, but I’m not sure she means it. She’s still riding my face as I slide my tongue in her pussy and lick up her release. Before she can stop herself, she’s cumming again, and I grin as she does it. Fuck, I love doing this to Frostie, and even though I ache to fill her with my cock, we could stop now and I’d die a happy man. 

      “Inside me,” she pants as she looks down at me between her legs. “Inside me, Clause.” 

      Reaching for my jeans, I unbutton them and then push down my boxer briefs. My cock falls against my stomach, large and swollen as I slide her down my body. It’s so fucking hard and already leaking cum so that when her wet lips brush over it, I hiss at the contact. 

      “Easy,” I say to her as she tries to wiggle down on it, but I know she hasn’t had a cock in her yet, and mine is pretty damn big. “Don’t hurt yourself.” 

      I keep my hand steady on her waist as I nudge at her virgin opening and try to push in. Her tight pussy is so fucking wet that even though she’s not broken in, she can take a little. She whines as she tries to take more, but her body protests. 

      I put one hand on the back of her neck and pull her down for a kiss. The taste of her is still on my lips as we connect, and this is already so much more than I dreamed of. 

      “That’s all right. I can cum like this,” I say with only two inches of my cock inside of her. 

      Looking into her eyes, I reach between us to rub her clit, and she moans as she rocks her hips. I sink in a little more, and then she cries out as I take away that last little bit of innocence inside her. 

      “That’s it, it’s all over,” I say, rubbing her clit and kissing her. “My brave girl.” 

      She’s determined to take as much of me as she can as she works little by little to inch down on my cock. By the time she’s fully relaxed, she hasn’t taken it all, but it’s enough.

      “Clause, I’m so full,” she pants as she moves up and down. 

      “We’ve got all night,” I tell her and try not to cum. 

      The feeling of being bare inside her wet heat is too much. I could cum with a push of a button right now, but I’m straining to hold off until she does. I want to feel her cum around me when I do it at the same time. 

      “Oh shit.” She stops and looks at me with wide eyes. “I’m not on the pill.” 

      “So?” I say as I slide into her a little deeper. 

      “Clause, you could get me pregnant.” She rocks on my dick and makes no movement to get off of it. 

      “And?” I ask as I grunt and release a little cum into her. 

      “It feels so good, but…” She trails off, waiting for me to make the decision, but I smirk up at her and shake my head. 

      “I’m not pulling out.” 

      “Maybe we should stop. I think I’m ovulating.” Unbelievably, she gets wetter as she says the words. 

      “Fuck, that makes me harder,” I groan and then roll her over so she’s pinned to the mattress and I can get deeper. 

      “Clause, be careful. You’re going to put a baby in me.” 

      “I know.” I’m pumping faster now, and I feel her clenching every time I hit her cervix like she wants me to stay there. 

      “Don’t stop,” she moans, tilting her hips up in invitation. 

      When she cums, I look down at where we’re joined and empty inside of her. I watch as my cock pulses, and waves of semen pour into her ripe womb. With any luck, my baby takes hold tonight and seals her fate to mine. Frostie is the one for me, and I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure she stays. 

      As the last of our releases end, I keep my cock in her because it feels so fucking good, and I’m not ready for it to be over. 

      My mouth finds her neck and then her lips before I brush the hair away from her face and look into her eyes. 

      “Hey,” I say, and she smiles up at me sleepily. “I meant what I said. You’re mine, Frostie. This is it for me.” 

      “Me too,” she says back, and I feel her clench around me again. 

      “Forever,” I say softly, and before she can answer, my lips land on hers once more.
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      “Babe, it’s going to be okay.” Clause kisses the tip of my nose, making me smile. He’s so sure I’ve got this in the bag, and his confidence in me makes it kind of a win already. 

      I don’t know why I’m so worked up about this. It’s just a bake-off so it’s no big deal if I win or lose. It should all be in good fun, but I’ve never been asked to prove myself when it comes to baking. My bakery is bursting at the seams, which should speak for itself. 

      There’s always a small sore spot when I get asked about where I went to culinary school…because I didn’t. My grams taught me everything I know. I always get a perplexed response when I admit to not having what others might consider professional training, but I think I got the best training in the world. 

      “What’s cookin', good lookin’?” Tinsel pops up out of nowhere. She’s dressed in all black with a baseball cap on, but she stands out like a sore thumb in a sea of people with festive sweaters and knitted hats. 

      “What are you wearing?” 

      “I’m undercover,” she whispers loudly. 

      “Undercover?” 

      “Yeah, undercover.” She cocks her head toward Clause. “You staying in line?” 

      “I don’t talk to the police,” Clause mutters back to her. 

      “Good answer. I approve.” I snort a laugh at Tinsel’s response. “I need a moment alone with my best friend.” She makes a shooing motion at Clause with her hand, but he doesn’t budge. 

      “Come on, big guy. Let's get the ladies some hot cider.” Jack nudges Clause to come with him. 

      Jack and Tinsel came over for dinner two nights ago, and Clause actually seemed to have a good time. Jack was able to pull some conversation out of him, and Clause started to relax, which warmed me. I know his family history isn’t good, and I’m sure he has all kinds of issues of not understanding unconditional love, but if he lets the people of Troping in, I think he might get a piece of something he doesn’t know he’s missing. 

      “You’re in love.” Tinsel beams at me. A month ago, she would have gagged after saying those words. Now there are hearts dancing over her head. It’s crazy how love can change someone. 

      “Maybe,” I say and pretend not to feel instantly shy and goofy.

      “Don’t lie to me. You’ve been staying at his place every night.” She snags a cookie off the table of my little booth. I have a bunch of small treats out for people to take. I’m glad I made so many because everyone is gobbling them up. It might be a good sign. If they love my cookies, they might love my cake too. It’s all in the frosting. 

      The contest is set up inside of Westchester’s town hall. They have a giant banquet area since their town is bigger than ours and they’re closer to the city. You cross through Westchester to make your way down to Troping, which can be a sore spot to Westchester. They want some of the tourists, but our little town has made a name for itself. 

      “Will you not eat all those?” I grab her hand when she goes for another, and her mouth falls open. 

      “Again with the not letting me steal food.” 

      I roll my eyes at her. “Okay fine, yes, I’m in love with him, but I can’t tell you that. I haven’t told him that.” 

      “Right, yeah. This is you not telling me. Got it.” She tries to wink at me but ends up closing both her eyes. “Anyway, why am I here?” 

      “The contest.” 

      She snaps her fingers. “Right.” She drops her voice. “The contest.” Tins opens her black coat, and inside I see a stack of cash and some syringe-looking thing. 

      “You’re not bribing or messing with anyone else’s food.” 

      “What?!” Her shoulders drop. “Then why am I here?”

      “To steal my cookies and watch the competition.” All of the cakes are displayed at the back of the room. 

      “Fine, I mean, I know you’re going to win anyway. I thought it would be fun to bribe someone.” 

      “Or ruin someone's cake. That’s not cool.” 

      “I would never!” She pretends to be appalled. “This is liquid Colace.” 

      “Why the hell would you need that?” A shot of that, and someone would be in the bathroom for the next hour. 

      “You never know.” She shrugs. “I wanted to talk to you about getting pregnant.” 

      “You’re giving me whiplash.”

      “But am I?” she counters. 

      “Go on.” I am used to her hopping from one subject to another, but that’s a big one. Probably because it’s one that’s been in the back of my mind. Unless we’re having sex, and then it’s in the front because Clause talks about it, and every time he does, I get so turned on. 

      “Are you working on that, because we need to be pregnant together.” 

      “Tins,” I hiss and look around us to make sure no one is listening. 

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Excellent.” Wait, is she pregnant or working on it? 

      “Frostie Charm, is that you?” Both Tins and I turn to see Ray Harrow before I can ask any more questions. 

      “I’m right here too.” Tins raises her hand. 

      “Maybe it’s the undercover gear,” I tease her under my breath. 

      “Tinsel.” Ray’s mouth forms a straight line when he sees her. 

      Ray was in the police academy with Tins. She actually had to stay in the city off and on during that time, and I’d go out and see her over long weekends. I met a handful of the people she trained with, and Ray was one of them. He asked me out more than once, and one time I felt guilty and agreed. Thankfully when your best friend is Tins, she is more than willing to crash your date. Which thankfully she did. I haven’t seen Ray since, and that was years ago. 

      It's funny he’s here today because when Tins and Jack came over for dinner, she told the story about crashing my one and only date with Ray. Clause didn’t have much of a response to the story as Tins laughed about it. 

      I could see on one hand him not wanting to hear about me going out with someone, but on the other, Tins ruined it, so it wasn’t much of a date. I quickly changed the subject, not wanting to go into details because Tins was trying to say all the men in her class had the hots for me. I kicked her under the table because she was full of shit. If they did, she never told me that. I think she was needling Clause to see what kind of reaction she would get out of him. The man is a bear, and he doesn’t need to be poked. 

      “So you’ve missed me.” Tins smiles up at him. “Clearly.” 

      “I heard you're a sheriff now. How in the hell did that happen?” 

      “I was voted in. Obviously I’m popular.” I bite the inside of my cheek to suppress a laugh while Ray here is trying to not be pissed at the idea of Tinsel being a sheriff.

      “Troping is—” 

      “Watch it.” Tins cuts him off, all the teasing fun in her tone gone. “How about I get you a cider or hot chocolate?” 

      “Ah sure.” Ray is as confused as I am at her sudden change. 

      “Be right back.” She beams and practically skips off. Then I remember the liquid Colace. 

      “How the hell is she sheriff?” he asks me. 

      “She’s what Troping needs, and I’m not saying that because she’s my best friend. Our town is different.” Some might not understand it, but we don’t care. 

      “Fair enough. I guess I agree with you there. A lot of special things come from Troping.” He steps toward me, and I want to back up, but I can’t or I’ll fall over my table. “I saw your name on the competition list and thought I might swing by. I’m friends with the owner of the Westchester Sweetway Bakery.” 

      “I’ve never actually tried them,” I admit. 

      I was told they’d be my biggest competition today and not because of how good their cake is but because this is their hometown. I haven’t heard the nicest things about Mr. Sweetway. In fact, I’ve been told he’s not sweet in any way, especially to his staff, but that could just be gossip. 

      “How about we sneak off to his booth?” Ray suddenly grabs me by the wrist. 

      “I should probably stay with my table,” I rush to say, but he pulls me to walk with him, and I’m not expecting it. He does it so fast that I trip over my own feet and start to fall. Ray catches me, and of course, his hands go straight to my butt. The man was always too damn handsy. 

      “Ray…” I try to push away, but he only pulls me against him. I drop my head back to tell him to let go, but I see his mouth is descending toward mine. I turn my face so his mouth doesn’t meet mine, but it doesn’t matter because it never would have landed. 

      A very familiar hand wraps around Ray’s throat, and then he’s yanked away from me. If people thought Clause was grumpy before, what the hell are they going to call him now?
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      “You back the fuck away from my girl, or I’ll kill you with my bare hands,” I say through clenched teeth, and I toss Ray back a few steps. He sputters and coughs as he glares at me, but all I can think about is pulling his arms clean off his body. 

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Jack places a hand on my shoulder, and I feel him give it a little squeeze. “Let’s not threaten to kill the Westchester cop in a room full of people.” His voice lowers, and he leans in closer to me. “We can do that out back away from all these eyes.” 

      I decide he’s probably right because my actions have just caught the attention of almost everyone nearby. 

      “You watch your back or—” 

      “Fresh hot apple cider coming up!” Tinsel announces as she steps between Ray and me and passes the drink to him. 

      What the fuck is she doing? She’s supposed to be on Frostie’s side, and that pencil dick just put his hands on her. 

      “At least somebody around here knows how to be polite,” Ray says as he takes the cup and chugs half of it. He clears his throat that’s already starting to bruise from where I grabbed him. “Get your boy out of my town before he does something he regrets,” Ray says before glancing back at Frostie. “See ya around.” I take a step toward him, but Tinsel blocks me as he drinks the rest of his cider and tosses the empty cup at my feet. 

      “Let him go,” Tinsel whispers. “I made sure karma has a direct route to his butthole.” She shrugs as Jack moves beside her. “Plus I’d rather call his chief and file an official report. I heard he’s already got two strikes against him, and I’d love to be the one that gets his badge taken away.” 

      Before I can process what Tinsel is saying, I turn around and see Frostie behind me with wide eyes. She looks terrified and like she might cry, but I’m still so fucking pissed. I want to beat Ray until my fists are bloody, but apparently I can’t do that. 

      “I’m sorry,” Frostie says softly.

      I’m so fucking mad that someone put their hands on what’s mine. Maybe it’s because I’ve never truly had someone that meant something to me until her. In my mind, I’ve always thought of her as something that I was supposed to protect and take care of, and now I’ve failed. I’m mad at myself and not her, but I know if I start speaking, I won’t be able to say that the right way. 

      “I’ve gotta go,” I mumble, and I don’t miss the look of sadness that crosses her eyes before I walk into the crowd of people around us and disappear. 

      What the fuck am I doing? I should go back and pull her into my arms, but I’m shaking with rage. I’ve never been good with emotions, and all of a sudden, they are hitting me at once. My heart feels like it’s ripping in two because the woman I love is upset. 

      The woman I love. 

      Holy shit, I love Frostie. I mean, I knew this feeling was bigger than big, but I’ve never admitted it even to myself. Of course I love her because I’ve never felt anything close to this, and when I’m with her, all it does is grow and make me want it even more. It’s like I can’t ever get enough, and my cravings only get worse when she’s not by my side. 

      I’m not sure how far I’ve walked or what’s happened, but when I finally realize what’s around me, I see I must have walked around the entire building, and now I’m in the parking lot at the front entrance. Deciding that I should do this the right way, I swallow hard and take a deep breath. I want to get all my words in order before I go back in there and apologize and then tell Frostie how I feel. 

      I’m such a fucking idiot for walking out of there, but I know I can make it up to her. I just need to explain and—

      Right then, the front doors come crashing open, and I see Tinsel and Jack holding on to a furious Frostie. When she looks up and sees me, her anger hardens. 

      There’s a crowd of people behind her, and some are whispering to each other, but I can’t make out what anyone is saying. 

      “So you went and told them. That’s how you decided to get back at me?” It’s then I notice she’s holding the cake she entered into the contest. 

      “Frostie?” is all I manage to say before she stomps over to me and throws the cake in my face. The crowd of people start to laugh, and I hear footsteps walking away from me. I’ve got icing in my eyes so I can’t see where Frostie went, but I call out to her. 

      “You’re an asshole,” Tinsel hisses as I’m finally able to open my eyes. “And you made her waste cake, which is just as bad.” 

      In the distance, I see Frostie getting into Tinsel’s cruiser, but when I go to run after her, a hand on my chest stops me. 

      “Just give her a second,” Jack says, and I pause. 

      The times that I’ve talked with Jack, he’s always been level-headed and laid-back. He seems like a good guy who is completely in love with Tinsel and therefore cares for Frostie like she’s family. I know that he wouldn’t step in if he didn’t think it was a good idea, just like when he told me not to kill Ray. 

      “They told her she was disqualified because she used a store-bought cake mix,” Jack says, and I shake my head. 

      “I didn't tell anyone.” 

      “They knew somehow.” He glances out to the parking lot to where Tinsel is getting in the cruiser with Frostie. 

      “I fucked up,” I say and feel the weight of the world on my shoulders. 

      “Yeah, but it’s okay,” Jack says and pats my arm one more time before he starts to walk away. “Sometimes making up is the best part.”
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      “Who gives a shit if you use box mix? Still tastes good,” Tins tries to reassure me, but I still can’t believe what happened. 

      When one of the judges walked over and informed me I’d been disqualified because of using boxed cake mix, I didn’t even try to argue with him. All I could think about was Clause telling my secret. I didn’t want to believe it, but how else would that have gotten out? I wouldn't have thought he’d walk away from me either, but he had. What if I don’t know him as well as I thought I did?

      I still don’t understand why he stormed off. Did he think I wanted Ray? I was so shocked when Clause pounced on him, and I might have enjoyed it a bit too. I’ve never seen Clause so angry before, and for a second I loved how possessive he was…until it turned into something else. I never thought in a million years he’d lash out at me or ever tell anyone about the box mix bullshit, because that’s what it was. At least I thought it was bullshit. His flimsy but adorable way of getting my attention. 

      “I don’t care about the stupid boxed mix.” I swipe the tears from my cheeks. That’s the last thing I care about right now. “He betrayed me.” 

      “Just so I know we’re on the same page here. You’ve been using box mix, and Clause knew about it? That’s fucked up, Frostie.” 

      “I really don’t need to be scolded about the box crap. What happened to who gives a shit?” 

      “I meant it’s fucked up he knew a secret about you that I didn’t. He was really trying to come for my BFF spot.” 

      “I didn’t tell him; he caught me buying it. This is all your fault!” I hiss at her. She got me into this mess with her… I’ll build you a website. It will be so easy. 

      “Okay, I’ll take the blame.” She nods as she drives down the highway toward Troping. “What did I do so I know my story? I’ll take the fall.” A small laugh bubbles up from me. Of course she would. 

      “It was the website. I couldn’t keep up with the orders, so I thought I could cut a few corners and use a box mix for some of it.” 

      “Makes sense. I mean, it’s your frosting that’s killer.” 

      “What’s wrong with my cake?” 

      “Nothing. I’m just sayin’ the frosting is kickass.” 

      “I’m sorry. None of that matters.” I sink back into my seat. 

      “Clearly because no one noticed you used box mix, so it doesn’t matter.” 

      “I didn’t use it.” 

      “You didn’t use it?” Her expression turns to confusion, and I shake my head. 

      “I snuck over to Westchester and bought all their box mix, but I couldn’t bring myself to use it. At least not without disclosing it. I reached out to the people who placed the orders online and offered refunds or gave them the option for me to go ahead with the order using the mix.” 

      “Bet they still wanted them, didn't they?” Tins smirks, already knowing the answer to her question. 

      “Yeah.” 

      “See, ‘cause it’s the frosting,” she sing-songs smugly. “Now you can prove that the people who got the box stuff knew. Why didn’t you tell that judge that? Why did he just believe it?” Tins’s brows furrow together. 

      “I wasn’t going to stand there and fight about stupid cake mix when the man I love just betrayed me.” Tins’s shoulders drop, and the inside of the car grows silent. 

      “Wait, how did he catch you? You wore a disguise, right?” 

      “Of course I wore a disguise!” 

      “I knew those wigs would come in handy. See, I was right about not throwing them out.” 

      “They didn’t work. Clause saw right through it and then blackmailed me.” 

      “He blackmailed you! It’s the quiet ones you need to keep your eyes on because you never know what they’re gonna do.” She strums her fingers on the steering wheel as her brows furrow together again in deep thought. 

      “Take me to Clause’s,” I tell her when we’re almost to town. 

      “We have to wait to burn his house down. It would be too obvious if we do it now.” 

      I snort. “Don’t make me laugh. I’m mad.” 

      “Really? You seem more sad.” 

      “Thanks,” I mutter. 

      “I don’t like it.” 

      “You think I like being sad?” 

      “No, not that.” She shakes her head. “I don’t believe it.” 

      “I can’t fake cry like you.” It really is a talent. 

      “That’s not what I mean. Something isn’t right,” she says as she pulls into Clause’s driveaway. I want to get my stuff before he returns home. 

      “I’m going to grab my things.” I hop out of the car, and she follows after me. The second I enter the bedroom, I freeze, and my eyes fill with tears again. I turn around and without missing a beat Tins wraps her arms around me. 

      “I love being irrational. It’s my favorite, but we should calm down and think,” she whispers into my ear. I never in my life thought Tins would say those words, but I guess today is full of surprises.

      “What is there to think about?” 

      “Well, for one, your disguise must have—” Tins is cut off by the sound of the front door banging open, and I stiffen just before Clause bellows my name through the house. 

      “How did he know I was here?” I hiss. I can’t face him right now. I still can’t believe I threw a cake at him, because that’s more like Tins not me. A second later Clause and Jack both appear in the doorway. 

      “You tracked me.” Tins points to Jack, and my eyes lock with Clause’s. His expression sucks all the air out of me because it’s filled with a mix of rage and anguish. 

      “I always track you,” Jack responds. 

      “But you brought him.” She points her thumb toward Clause. 

      “The only way I could get Clause to not snap Mr. Sweetway’s neck was to promise him I’d take him to Frostie.” 

      “Oh, the plot thickens!” Tins shouts and bounces on her feet. “I knew something was up. Why didn’t I guess that? He’s jealous of my website, isn’t he? We stole his orders.” 

      “Wait, what?” I ask because I’m so freaking confused, and it’s hard to think straight right now. 

      “Frostie, I would never hurt or betray you.” Clause closes the space between us and drops to his knees in front of me, wrapping his arms around my waist. He presses his face against my stomach and takes a deep breath. I know he’s breathing me in because it’s something he always does, and my body can’t help but respond to it.

      “He didn’t tell your secret,” Jack says in a soft tone. “The man’s in love with you, Frostie. Men in love don’t do that shit.” 

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Tins chimes in. “So this is all my fault.” She smiles, but it quickly drops from her face as realization of everything falls down upon both of us. “I’ll kill him.” She starts to march from the room, but Jack snags her around the waist. 

      “Slow down, killer. Clause already did enough damage for one day in Westchester.” 

      “I bet I could do more,” Tins challenges. “I’ll take that whole town down. They can’t even do Christmas right.” 

      “Let’s discuss this at home.” Jack picks her up and tosses her over his shoulder. 

      “Hey!” she protests, which gets her a smack on the ass before Jack turns to leave. I hear the front door close a few seconds later, and the house falls quiet. 

      “It wasn’t you,” I say, and it’s not a question. Clause stands and picks me up in the process before carrying me over to the bed and pinning me beneath him. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have—” 

      His kiss cuts off my apology, but it’s fine by me. 

      “I never should have walked away from you,” he says, and I melt at his words. 

      “I love you so much, it’s kind of scary.” 

      “I know because I love you too.” He drops his forehead to mine. “He’s lucky I didn’t kill him.” 

      “I’m not mad about it. Not really.” I smile up at him. “It all kind of brought us together.” 

      “We were always going to be together, Frostie.” 

      “But this was quicker. Which is kind of like a box mix,” I tease. 

      A deep, sexy chuckle rumbles from him and I love the sound. 

      Sometimes box mix isn’t so bad. It’s really all about the frosting.
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        Two months later… 

      

      

      

      “Are you sure this is okay?” Frostie asks Luna, the store manager. 

      “Believe me, after Mr. Sweetway’s, this is the greatest job ever.” Luna smiles as she takes the keys. “But even if I hadn’t worked for a monster, I would absolutely love this.” 

      “I hope you’re as happy here as I was.” Frostie takes one last look around the space, and I take her by the hand. 

      “You’re moving out of the apartment, not selling the business,” I remind her, and she rolls her eyes playfully. 

      “I know, I know. I’m not sad to be going, obviously,” she says teasingly. “It’s just the passing of a torch, I guess.” 

      “I’d gladly throw that torch across the state if it means you’re even more mine.” I pull her against my side, and she leans up to kiss my cheek as we leave the bakery. 

      The day after the incident in Westchester, Luna came to the bakery and talked to Frostie. She told us that Mr. Sweetway was really pissed about Frostie doing better business than him and he was desperate to find out what she put in her cupcakes. So he followed her the day she went to the grocery store, and he was planning on telling everyone until I entered her into the contest. When he saw she was going to enter a cake, he thought doing it publicly would hurt her business more. 

      Luna didn’t find out what was going on until the day of the contest, and she said Ray was the one that told the judges. He and Mr. Sweetway were friends, and together they got Frostie’s cake disqualified. 

      It’s been funny seeing the response since then because all it’s done is make her even more famous. Once people found out there was a way to get her treats even faster, they lined up outside in unheard-of numbers. Personally, I think most people want to give their business to someone more deserving than an old asshole who can’t stand a woman doing better than him. 

      “So what movie are we watching tonight?” I ask as I pull her up in my arms and place her in the cab of my truck. 

      “I think it’s time we watched The Grinch.” 

      “Hmm. I don’t know about that one. I heard he was mean to the dog.” Frostie smiles and then shakes her head indulgently. “What?” 

      “For a big grumpy lumberjack, you sure are adorable.” 

      “Watch it,” I say, leaning in and giving her a quick kiss. 

      “Fine, we can watch the new one. He’s nice to the dog in that one.” 

      “As long as I don’t get my heart broken.” Reaching down, I take her hand in mine and run my thumb over the diamond ring on her finger. I gave it to her after the cake debacle, but I had it long before then. Some might call me crazy, but I bought it after the first time I saw her. I knew I only wanted one woman in the world to wear this ring, and it was Frostie. 

      “Not with me,” she agrees and cups my cheek. “Let’s go home.” 

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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        Seven years later… 

      

      

      It’s Christmas Eve, and the bakery has just closed for the day. Frostie has opened four other bakeries in surrounding towns, but the one in Troping is always the most popular for holiday treats. She stays open on Christmas Eve so she can fill the orders of the Troping residents who have been her customers since day one. Including me. 

      “That looks almost too good to eat,” I say as I bend down and inhale the sweet caramel buttercream. 

      “For as long as this took me, Clause, you’re going to eat it.” She raises an eyebrow in challenge. 

      “I said almost,” I grunt as I take the box from her and grab her around the waist. “Tinsel said the kids are still working on your Christmas present, so we’ve got half an hour.” 

      “Half an hour?” Her lips part, and I can see the thoughts already starting to take hold in her mind. 

      “I think I’ll have my dessert now, sweet thing.” She squeals as I carry her with one arm to the back of the kitchen. 

      We’re all alone now, and it’s been too long since I had my dick in my wife. I put her on the prep table and place the box of cupcakes on the table beside her. 

      “Pull that dress up. I’m hungry,” I say, taking off my hat and tossing that on the table too. 

      Frostie watches my every movement as I kneel on the floor in front of her and slide her ass to the edge. Her fingers move quickly to the hem of her dress, and she pulls it up her thighs until I can see her pretty panties with candy canes on them. 

      “Show me what I want to see,” I order while I open the box and take out one of the cupcakes. 

      “Clause,” she says, and there’s a hesitation in her voice. “You’re going to make a mess.” 

      “You think I won’t get every crumb?” I slide my tongue through the buttery caramel, and she can’t take her eyes off of it. 

      Without another protest, she pulls her panties to the side, and her pussy is right there in front of my face. With the cupcake in my hand, I moan as I smash it against her pussy and spread it around. She squeals until I dive forward and start to eat the mess I’ve made. Then it turns to moans, and her fingers go to my hair. 

      “My favorite,” I say when I suck the caramel off her clit and she rocks her hips forward. 

      The vanilla cake does in fact make a mess, but by the time she realizes it, she’s too far gone to care. Instead I hungrily devour my wife as I enjoy the treats she made just for me. 

      It’s been seven years of heaven, and there’s not a second of our lives I would change. Not with her or how we finally got together or our children and our adventures. 

      Frostie taught me how to love her and how to receive love in return. I didn’t have any sort of foundation to build on, but she was there every step of the way and showed me how to be a good husband by being the best wife ever. She helped me be a good dad and showed me what a loving parent does. I didn’t have anything to go on before then, but where I fell short, she was always there and ready to help. 

      Eating her pussy until she’s a limp noodle on the tabletop is just one way I can repay all she’s given me. Her legs start to tense, and I hold her down so she can’t wiggle away. She’s always the squirmiest right before she cums. 

      She lets go, and one orgasm turns into another as she screams out my name. I can feel her warm pussy pulsing around my tongue, and I grunt as I stand up and pull my cock out. 

      “This is gonna be quick, but I’ll take care of you again later,” I say as my cock falls between us and I shove into her hot little sheath. “Fuck!” 

      My curse echoes through the kitchen as I start to thrust harder and harder. The table begins to bang into the one behind it, but I don’t care. She feels too fucking good and looks too damn beautiful for me to hold back. 

      “Don’t stop,” she moans, then reaches down to rub her clit while I fuck her. 

      “Shit.” I curse because she knows what that does to me. “Goddamn it, I can’t—” 

      My words are cut off when she clenches around me, and I lose it. My cock is a slave to her pussy, and I cum instantly. I thrust deep one last time, and wave after wave of release enters her. I groan at the feeling. 

      “I love you,” I say, falling on top of her and kissing every bare inch of skin I can reach. 

      “I love you too. Merry Christmas, Clause.” 

      “Don’t get in a hurry. I’ve still got five more cupcakes to finish.” 

      When she smiles up at me, I can’t help but think that I’ve got the greatest gift in the world right here in my arms. 

      

      
        
        THE END!
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      Noel is Tropings' resident bookworm and can tell you exactly what romances you'll love most. One day while she's working at the library a mysterious stranger comes in, and it might just be her very own Happily Ever After.

      Gabriel is in Troping to find the girl who captured his attention from merely a picture thousands of miles away. For weeks he's been pretending to be her book club bestie online, and now that he's fallen in love it's time to come clean.

      Warning: What do a librarian, a stranger, and a town full of Christmas cheer have in common? It's the perfect holiday treat to cozy up with! Find out if these two can share secrets and still meet under the mistletoe.
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      I pull out my phone to check my messages the second I exit my parents’ house. My parents live close to downtown, so I can walk to work each day. Today is my first day, and I am so excited. I’m finally a full-time librarian, whereas before I was only a volunteer. Hence why I still lived at home. My mom and dad would give me small jobs to do for their accounting firm to earn some extra money on the side while I took some online college classes. 

      I’m pretty sure they didn’t want me to go away to college any more than I wanted to leave Troping. I love it here, and even though I may not have been born in this town, I was raised here. This place is where my parents adopted me when I was only a few days old. I don’t think they could have hidden the fact that I was adopted, not with my wild red hair, green eyes, and all my curves. 

      It’s a stark contrast to them, but it never mattered. They are my mom and dad, and I’ll never see them any other way. Even if they can be a bit overbearing at times. Not in a controlling way, but my mom can be nosy. Today she even packed my lunch, which I’m thankful for, but I’m also twenty. 

      I’ve been volunteering at the Troping library since I was old enough to read. Mrs. Kringle would give me small tasks at first, and the older I got, the more she would let me do. I thought there was no way I’d be asked to take over her position when she retired, but I could run the place in my sleep. Whenever Mrs. Kringle wasn’t there, I could do everything she did, but I was sure everyone would think I was too young. 

      When both Mayor North and Mrs. Kringle pulled me in for a meeting and asked if I would take over, I almost screamed with excitement, yet I somehow managed to keep it together. 

      A message pops across my screen, and of course it’s my mom. This is what I mean by overbearing. She stuffed me with breakfast and kissed my cheek before I went out the door, and she’s already texting me. I’m not even all the way down our sidewalk yet. 

      Mom: Have a great first day! Love you. See you tonight. 

      Me: Love you too. 

      She’s so full of it because we both know I will not see her tonight. I bet all the icicles in Troping that she’ll end up at the library at some point this afternoon. I smile when I see I have a text from Snow. 

      Snow: You’ll do great 

      Me: Thanks

      Me: Did you read it? 

      Snow: Of course I read it. 

      Me: Why aren’t you saying something?! 

      Is she trying to kill me with suspense? I met Snow in an online book club. I have one in Troping that’s in person, but sometimes a girl needs a few book clubs. I read a lot, and I want to talk about what I’m reading all the time. 

      Snow and I hit it off quickly and switched over to texts. She’s always asking me for book recommendations and then reads them all. This time, though, I sent her something I was working on. I don’t know why I started writing, but I read so many romance books that I started to crave to have something with my own touch on it. I don’t think I have some big passion to write, I’m just yearning for a romance to call my own. The downfall to a small town is there aren't a lot of romantic options unless you're willing to date someone that someone else you know already dated. No thanks. 

      Snow: The heroine. She’s you.

      Me: Maybe. 

      I don’t know why my face warms with a blush when I admit that, but I suppose it’s personal. Although I share everything with Snow. It’s crazy how quickly we got close even if it’s only ever been through our phones.

      Snow: Your hero is dominant. 

      I snort a laugh at that. 

      Me: Is that really shocking?! 

      I mean she knows all my favorite books. 

      Snow: You do know bear shifters aren’t real? Right? 

      I burst out laughing and Carol glances my way as she opens the door to her dress shop. There’s a romance story for you. Carol’s pregnant, and no one knows by who. Secret baby alert. 

      “Morning,” I say as I pass her. 

      “Morning, Noel.” She gives me a bright smile as her hand rests on her small baby bump. “You’re going to kill it today.” 

      “Nothing is really changing,” I admit. 

      “Still, I bet that romance section gets even bigger.” She wiggles her eyebrows playfully at me. 

      “This is true.” I’ve already got a list of books I want to order. 

      Me: He’s not a bear shifter. 

      Snow: He growls a lot. I thought maybe he was. You like bear shifter romances. 

      Me: I enjoy fated mates. I just favor the bears. As in shifters. Not that football team. 

      I pause when I pass by Frostie’s bakery, wishing my mom hadn’t stuffed me full of breakfast this morning. When Frostie waves for me to come in, I do because it would be rude otherwise. I’m sure I can make a little room for something. 

      “Coffee is on me today,” she says when I enter her bakery. 

      “You always give me free coffee.” 

      “Is that true?” Tinsel jumps up from the little table she’s sitting at with Jack. Tinsel is the town sheriff, and Jack owns the resort. 

      Those two were dancing around each other for as long as I can remember. Or at least since Jack moved to Troping. He went to college with Major North, who is Tinsel’s brother. Now that they cracked and are together, I wonder what the sheriff will do all day if she doesn’t have Jack to harass with baseless crimes she makes up and blames him for. Troping is a town where you can leave your doors unlocked. It’s Christmas year round here, but right now with Christmas really being around the corner, we’re in full swing. 

      “She introduced us to Laurann Dohner. You think that doesn’t get free coffee?” Frostie fires back at her best friend. 

      “This is true,” Tinsel agrees and drops back down in her seat. 

      “I think I introduced you to a lot of things,” I tease Frostie, who enjoys her romance with a sprinkle of darkness. Frostie’s cheeks turn pink as she gives me a knowing smile. 

      “One toasted white chocolate mocha coming up.” 

      When you host the town's book club and work at the library for as long as I have, you get to know what books some will like more than others. That’s one of my favorite parts of being a librarian—when I read a book and know exactly who will love it and then get to share it with them. There’s nothing like a book that hits all those sweet spots you crave. 

      Everyone has a favorite trope. Even me.
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      “You said the adoption was closed, right?” my father asks his wife. 

      “Anything can be broken with enough money,” I counter and watch the two of them for their reaction. 

      “But I don’t want to disrupt her life.” Kate looks down at her hands and sighs deeply. “I just want the opportunity to let her know I’m here.” She turns to my dad, and he nods at her encouragingly. 

      “She can’t contact you if the paperwork is marked as closed. But if anyone can find a way around a contract, it’s Gabriel,” he says, and I nod in agreement. 

      My dad and Kate have been together for a while, and this is the first time she’s ever come to me for anything. My mom passed away when I was ten, and for a while, it was only my dad and me. Eventually Kate came along, and by then I saw how happy she made my dad. 

      I didn’t know she had a child until last year when I walked in on her crying while my dad was holding her. Eventually she told me the whole story about how she got pregnant when she was sixteen and her family forced her to give up the baby before sending her to live with relatives states away. 

      What neither of them knows is that I’ve found her daughter. 

      My dad means the world to me, and although Kate has always been good to him, I couldn’t chance a long-lost daughter showing up and seeing dollar signs. My dad made all his money on investments, and I’ve got my own wealth to protect. It’s why I was a little nervous about my dad and Kate in the beginning, but she’s erased any doubt I ever had. She’s always been good to him, and that’s what matters to me. Our family is small, and I couldn’t take the risk of letting an unknown person into our circle of trust for it to be broken. Who knows what Kate would be willing to do if her daughter asks for a handout? 

      So the night after she confessed everything, I began to dig. Today is just a formality to make sure she still wants to go through with me “searching” even though I’ve already found her. 

      “I have to know.” Kate lets out a breath like she’s been holding it for years. Hell, maybe she has. 

      I see all kinds in my line of work as an attorney for high-profile clients. Husbands who cheat, wives who backstab, and business partners that put all the profits up their noses. Nothing surprises me anymore, but this request comes from the heart, and I have to admit that it gave me pause. 

      “I’ll get on it,” I say, and she gives me a soft smile before she squeezes my father’s hand. 

      “Thank you, son,” my dad says and comes around my desk to give me a quick hug. “Are you sure you won’t join us in Morocco over the holidays?” 

      He glances around my office, which is uncharacteristically quiet. About ninety-nine percent of the personnel have gone for the holidays and aren’t planning on coming back until after the new year. Usually it’s a mad house here, and although I’ve got a wait list of people clamoring to get on my books, I told everyone I was clearing my schedule. 

      “No, I told you I’m planning on skiing over the break. I need the fresh air.” The glass window behind me faces the crowded city below, and I think about just how true that is. 

      At one time, I used to love it here, but the more time passes, the more I’m always looking for an excuse to be away from the office and away from the traffic. The city once made me fall in love with work, but recently it doesn’t have quite the same shine. Is this what getting older feels like? 

      “Please tell me you’re not going alone.” Kate frowns and looks up at my dad. “Maybe we should go with Gabriel so he doesn’t have to spend it by himself.” 

      “I’m fine,” I tell her and give her a quick peck on the cheek. “Don’t worry about me. I’m going to meet a friend.” 

      “A friend?” This has her perking up. “A lady friend?” 

      “Kate,” my dad warns, and she shrugs. 

      “Just be careful and have a good time.” Kate grins.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say and then walk them to the elevators. 

      I finish the last few things I have pending and send an email to my admin about how to contact me and where I’ll be staying. 

      “Troping,” I say to myself as I look at the address of the inn. “What kind of stupid name for a town is that?” Looking at the town's website, I see a picture of the mayor holding up a countdown sign for Christmas. “What a dick.” 

      Grabbing my travel bag, I head outside and meet my driver at the curb. Thankfully, I’ve got my private jet on standby so I don’t have to put up with the holiday traffic, but it still takes forever. 

      Once I’m on the plane, I toss my phone on the table beside me and put my bag on the empty seat. 

      “Can I get you a drink, sir?” Adam, my personal flight attendant, asks. 

      “Something strong,” I say, and when he comes back, he sets down a whiskey with a tray of snacks. “Cheers,” I offer in thanks. 

      “We’re looking at about four hours total. Would you like to sleep?” 

      “Not this time.” Reaching in my bag, I take out my tablet and swipe the screen to turn it on. “I’ve got a book to read.” 

      “Enjoy, Mr. Snow,” Adam says before beginning the preflight checklist. 

      After I download the newest romance Noel recommended to me, I send her a quick text. 

      Me: Will this one be as good as your own writing?

      Noel: Way better! 

      Me: I doubt that. 

      It was almost easy finding her once I made the right calls. Then with a little more effort, I made contact anonymously. I pretended to have a few things in common, and before I knew it, we were texting every day. I haven’t found the right way out of this situation I’ve put myself in, but one thing is for sure—I’ve got to meet her. After scheduling my flight and making the arrangements, I considered canceling about a hundred times. Or just deleting my number altogether and disappearing. But curiosity has been nagging at the back of my mind, and I know I have to see this through. I have to meet Noel and see for myself if she’s truly who she says she is. 

      Did I pretend to be someone else so that I could find out more information on Kate’s long-lost daughter? Yes. Have I gotten caught up in all of this and started reading romances even when Noel doesn’t recommend them to me? Also yes. 

      But the real question I’m afraid to ask is have I somehow fallen in love?
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      The day goes quickly with the schools being out for winter break. On top of that, the town is full of people coming to Troping to spend their day, and I stay fairly busy. The tourists usually pop in to take a glance around at the historic buildings and decorations. Everything in Troping is decorated inside and out. That includes the library, which I’ve done myself. I put little Christmas trees next to certain sections and decorated them accordingly to match the theme of the books. 

      I’ve learned to keep a printed list of holiday romance book recommendations for those who ask when some of the books catch their eye. Since they’re only visiting, they can’t check them out, but I’ll scribble down whatever the title of the book is for them on the pre-made list unless it’s already on there.

      To no one’s surprise, my mom shows up late in the afternoon. “How is your day going?” She gives me a kiss on the cheek and hugs me like I’ve been away for days. 

      “Candy didn’t report back to you already?” I tease my her. Her best friend was here two hours ago. 

      “She might have mentioned she was in here,” my mom says as she picks an imaginary piece of lint off my sweater. “Did she tell you her son is in town? He got in last night.” 

      “She did.” My mom and her best friend Candy have this dream that Mark and I will get married. We kind of grew up together, and he's four years older than me. Since his mom and mine are best friends, I saw him often until he left for college. 

      “You know he’s thinking of moving back to Troping when he graduates in the fall.” 

      “Candy informed me.” I’m always filled in on what Mark is up to. At least what he lets his mom know he’s up to. He got around a lot even in high school. I’m sure college really opened up the field for him. 

      I don’t think Mark is one that would want to settle down—not that I’m remotely interested. He’s too handsome—if that’s even a thing. Or maybe I’m used to people saying he’s handsome and I've gone along with it in my head. Everything about him is too perfect, and to me that’s dull. There’s nothing interesting or eye-catching, and he’s definitely not a grumpy bear shifter. The thought makes Snow pop into my mind. I haven’t heard from her in a while, and normally we text throughout the day.

      “They’re coming over for dinner tonight.” 

      “Mom,” I groan. 

      “What? It will be nice to catch up.” 

      “You and Candy really need to see that Mark and I aren’t going to be a thing. He was like the cool kid and I was on the dork side.”

      My mom rolls her eyes at me. “You weren't a dork.” 

      “I have no problem with being a dork, but you’re right. There were no groups per se in school, I just mean we’re really different.” 

      “That’s a good thing. Did you see Frostie? She’s with that man who grunts all the time. Opposites attract.” Okay, that’s true, but they were the kind of opposites that attract, and it’s adorable. The second I realized they were together. I knew it was a perfect match. “Besides, you haven’t seen Mark in a few years. You’ve grown up.” 

      I think he might have been the one that needed to grow up, but I keep that to myself. 

      “You mean I got boobs, lost my braces, and figured out how to control my hair?” My mom's lips purse because that’s not what she means at all. “I’m teasing you, Mom.” 

      “I’m only saying you’re a woman now. There could be a spark now that you’re older.” 

      “How is he even contemplating moving to Troping? He’s a lawyer, and we just got one of those, and she’s a real—” 

      “Noel,” my mom warns. 

      “What? I don’t like her. She went after Mayor North even after she knew he was married!” I hiss. “So yes, she’s a real jerkface.” 

      “Jerkface?” My mom laughs. I’m not calling her a bitch because sometimes a bitch is pretty cool. She’s not cool. In fact, after what she did, she is very uncool in my book. 

      “She and Mark could open a law firm together,” I suggest. Aren’t most lawyers a bit jerky? I don’t know, but they are in books and in movies. 

      “Let’s see how tonight goes, sweetheart.” Mom kisses me on my cheek before she goes, and I grab my phone and text Snow. 

      Me: Send help! My mom is trying to set me up. 

      Snow: On a date? Tell her no. 

      I love how direct Snow can be. I wish I was, but I always lean on the side of not wanting to hurt someone’s feelings. 

      Me: I can’t. It’s her best friend's son, and she invited them over for dinner. 

      Snow: Who is he? 

      Me: Let me see if I can find him on social media.

      I quickly go to Candy’s Facebook and find a family picture and send it over. 

      Snow: He’s not your type

      Me: Because he’s not a bear? LOL. 

      Snow: Is his name Kyle or Brad? 

      I burst into laughter, and the two people still lingering before close up glance my way. I mouth an I’m sorry. 

      Me: Mark

      Snow: Same thing. 

      Another giggle escapes me. 

      Me: I grew up with him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. He might have changed from what I remember. 

      Snow: Are you saying you might be interested? 

      Me: No! I mean he’s going to be a lawyer soon. 

      Snow: What’s wrong with lawyers? 

      Me: I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like what my love story would be. 

      Snow: What do you think it would be? 

      Me: I really don’t know. 

      That’s what scares me. Why has no one piqued my interest? I love romance, but I’ve never tried to have one of my own. Have I set the bar too high in my mind? Maybe I think that I’ll be knocked over by love one day and I don’t want to believe love at first sight isn’t real. Or maybe I’m not living in reality. 

      Snow: I don’t think you should toss someone away because they’re a lawyer. 

      She might be right. I think I still have a bad taste in my mouth from Donna and what she tried to pull between Joy and Mayor North. 

      Joy is one of the sweetest people in the world, and I adore her. We have become fast friends since she moved to town months ago. I had a feeling Mayor North and Joy would be a thing. She’d moved to Troping to be his secretary, and Joy’s favorite books were office romances. 

      Me: Are you saying I should give Mark a chance? 

      I’m only teasing her. 

      Snow: NO! 
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      “Business…” The woman at the front desk takes a moment to look at my hand and see there’s no wedding ring on my finger. “Or pleasure?” 

      “Privacy,” I clip and pass her my credit card. Her bright mood dims a little as she completes the transaction and hands me the key to my room. 

      The inn is nice, even if it’s a little crowded. I should have known in a town like Troping the holidays would be busy, but this is next level. It’s like Buddy the Elf shot a load of Christmas cheer over every available surface. I wouldn’t call myself a scrooge, but this place makes me look like the Grinch's evil twin. 

      “There’s a hot cocoa bar in the lounge in ten minutes if you’d like to join in for the sing-along,” the receptionist chirps, and I just stare at her blankly. “Or not.” She passes me a map of the town that I’m pretty sure has glitter on it. “Tomorrow there’s a cookie crawl happening downtown. You can go to any of the starred locations for free treats and to see the decorations.” 

      “Was a bar crawl too spicy?” I ask, and when she looks at me in confusion, I sigh and take the map. 

      I mumble my thanks as I wade through the crowd and then wait entirely too long for the elevator. Once I finally get to my room, I drop my bags and look out the window at the view below. I asked for the best room, and as much as I want to hate this little town, I’m impressed. The ski slopes go on for miles, and the surrounding mountains are incredible. Now that I’m closed off away from the candy cane lickers, the quiet is peaceful. I can see why someone might want to live here. 

      Enough of this crap. I check my phone and see what Noel is doing. The thing I got from her was a text saying she’s about to have dinner. I grind my back teeth as I think about what she told me earlier and how she thought a lawyer wasn’t her love story. Why do I even care? What the hell am I so mad about? 

      Deciding that I need this day to end sooner rather than later, I grab the bottle off the mini bar along with a glass. Walking into the bedroom, I give myself a heavy pour and kick my shoes off. I place the bottle on the nightstand and kill the amber liquid in one gulp. Without missing a beat, I pour another and then unbutton my shirt. By the time I climb into bed wearing only my boxer briefs, I’m further down this bottle than sensible. But hey, what about this trip is sensible? 

      The sun is long gone, and it’s been hours since Noel last texted me, but I can’t sleep. Maybe if I just see a few words from her, it will settle my racing mind and I’ll be able to pass out. When I see the phone in my hand sway a little, I know for certain this is a bad idea. Oh well. 

      Me: How dinner? 

      Shit. I glare at the message with one eye closed and then I see a text from Noel appear. 

      Noel: As I imagined it would. It’s late, why are you still up? 

      She changed the subject. What’s she trying to hide? 

      Me: Long day. Was the layer a love?

      Noel: A what? 

      Fuck, I’ve got to slow down my fingers. 

      Me: Was the lawyer your love story? 

      Noel: Not from the lack of our mothers trying. But thankfully he’s gone for now. 

      Me: For now? He coming back?

      Noel: I’m sure my mom isn’t done yet. How's the pirate romance I sent you? 

      Again with the change of subject. I finish my drink, and when I go to pour, the bottle is empty. “That’s not good,” I mumble to myself. 

      Me: Not enough fucking. 

      I reach down and adjust my cock as I think about the story that left me hard up on the plane. 

      Noel: LOL! I told you it wasn’t as dirty as the last one, but that scene at the end was swoonworthy. 

      It takes me a second to type my reply because I’m still seeing double. 

      Me: I liked when he cut off the guy's hand for touching his bride. 

      Noel: So possessive 

      Me: And when she said she would heal him with her love 

      Noel: Gah, you’re making me want to read it again. 

      Before I can type my reply, she’s already sending another text. 

      Noel: I’ve got work early tomorrow. We’re doing a cookie crawl, and I’ve got to set up treats. 

      Me: Okay 

      Noel: Night, Snow! 

      Me: Night Noel

      The phone stays in my hand until the screen dims and then eventually cuts off. The snow is coming down outside, and I watch it, thinking that Noel and I are under the same cloud tonight. The same flakes that blow by my window might just reach hers, and that promise has me closing my eyes and drifting off to sleep. 

      I jerk awake when the sunlight comes across my face and I realize I slept more soundly last night than I have in weeks. Maybe it was the bottle of whiskey? That hasn’t helped in the past, so maybe it’s something else I’m not willing to admit. 

      After showering and getting dressed in a black sweater and jeans, I grab my coat and check my phone. I got a text from Noel first thing this morning, and it’s a picture of a plate of cookies. Looking at the map the lady at the reception gave me last night, I realize that I’ve got the perfect built-in excuse to visit the library and start up a conversation. 

      Sending Noel a quick drooling face emoticon, I make my way out of the hotel. 

      Once I’m on the street, I notice a few things right away. The first is that the town is just as crowded as it was last night, and there’s a line for coffee at what seems to be the only bakery in town. The other thing that sticks out is me. Apparently black isn’t a Christmas color because literally every person is dressed in something sparkly and bright. 

      “What the fuck?” I mumble to myself as I put on my black jacket and turn the collar up around my neck. 

      Deciding I have to have coffee no matter how long the wait is, I get in line. After only a few seconds, a tall man in a bright red suit comes up to me and holds out a card. He’s also wearing a Christmas tree tie that lights up, and although I don’t think it’s meant to be serious, this town has me second-guessing everything. 

      “Hi, I’m Mayor North. We're glad you’re here in Troping. Have a free coffee on me.” He passes me the card and then walks away like some kind of GQ Santa Claus.

      “What the fuck?” I say again, and the person in front of me turns around. 

      “He does that a lot,” the older lady says, and then she smiles before moving forward. 

      When I’m inside the coffee shop, I’m greeted by the overly happy owner and given my free coffee. Then she slides me a free cookie and tells me about the crawl happening today. I’m barely able to make it out of there without more people trying to talk to me, and when I’m back out in the cold, it’s a relief. 

      “What the fuck?” Is that all I can say about this damn town? 

      Taking a sip of coffee, I’m surprised when it’s good. Really fucking good. Lifting my grimace a little, I drink some more, and the grouchy mood that I couldn’t seem to shake melts away. Or maybe the hangover is starting to subside. Either way. 

      Once my cup is almost empty, I look down the street and see the place I’m after. It’s been a long time since I was inside a library, but I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy this.
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      “No!” I half scream in the middle of the library. Everyone turns to glance my way, and Joy’s face starts to turn red. “Sorry,” I whisper. 

      Way to go, Noel. I can’t keep quiet in my own freaking library. Not that it’s super quiet here today, anyway. Still, I’m pretty sure what Joy is telling me is a secret at the moment. 

      “Noel.” Joy tries to hiss under her breath, but the girl is too sweet to hiss at anyone. 

      “I got excited.” I whisper this time. “When did you find out?” I’m trying not to burst with excitement. All my friends are going to end up pregnant. I have a feeling Frostie and Tinsel will be pregnant any time now, and Carol already is. Will I be the oddball out? Maybe I’ll be the quirky aunt with a house full of cats and books. That doesn’t sound terrible. I've always wanted a cat, but I also want to experience true love. 

      “Last night. We haven’t told anyone.” I swear hearts are dancing over her head. 

      “I’m the first person you’ve told?” I grab her and pull her in for a giant hug. The girl gets married and is knocked up within seconds. Mayor North really doesn’t do anything half-assed. 

      “You’re the first I’ve told. I’m not sure if North told his parents or not yet.” She gives a small shrug, her blush growing. 

      I know Joy loves Troping, but I also think we can be a lot to handle. She went from a small town that was a jerk to her to one that was overwhelming with acceptance. Not to mention her parents kind of suck. 

      She never outright says that, but there is a lot in what she doesn’t say. They haven’t come here once since she moved to Troping, and Joy has never talked about visiting back home. She should go back to her old town and shove it in all their faces that she’s living a fairy tale, but that’s not Joy’s style. Their loss was our gain. Now she really does have a true family, and I don’t only mean everyone in town but Tinsel and North’s parents are sweethearts too. 

      I knew she was going to be a perfect fit for this town when she told me she took the job as North’s personal assistant and then told me how much she loved office romances. It was her favorite trope. 

      Not only did her life turn into that, but she also got herself some forced proximity that stuck her and North together all night where he talked her into what she thought was a marriage of convenience. The only thing convenient about it for North was him coming up with a quick way to get Joy to marry him. 

      “North’s mom is gonna die, but you better tell them soon. No one can keep anything from Tinsel.” 

      “You two talking shit?” 

      “Ahh!” I scream as my heart jumps into my throat. Where the hell did she come from? Again, everyone in the library turns to glance our way. Sorry! I mouth. 

      “Stop apologizing, you own this place now.” Tinsel puts her hands on her hips, and I see she has on her uniform along with reindeer ears on top of her head. She’s in full holiday mode, but I guess we all are.  

      “You have frosting right here.” Joy runs her finger under Tinsel’s chin, collecting it for her. 

      “Thanks, sis.” Tinsel winks at her. “So talking shit about me?” Her eyes bounce between the two of us, and a small smirk starts to form.

      “No,” I say so Joy doesn’t have to lie. Besides, is it really a lie? I wasn’t talking shit. I was stating a fact. Tinsel is always in the know about everything. As the sheriff probably should be but that has nothing to do with it. “You find out who the baby daddy is yet?” I switch the subject over to something else that I know Tinsel will follow, and her face scrunches with annoyance. 

      “No, but trust me, I will.” It comes out sounding like a vow. 

      I pity the man that has to deal with her wrath. Tinsel might be down for a lot of funny shenanigans until it comes to crossing one of her girlfriends. We all adore Carol, and it’s hard to believe a man would knock her up and walk away. 

      “How is Carol?” Joy asks. Carol had a small scare, and I think when she called Tinsel it was her first real emergency. Things are quiet around here for the most part. If anyone is up to anything, it’s our own sheriff. 

      “She’s good.” Tinsel lets out a long breath, growing serious for once. “She scared the crap out of me, but everything is good. The baby is cooking up just right.” I notice Tinsel’s hand slip over her own stomach. I’m not sure she’s conscious of the fact, but I know where her thoughts are. It would be interesting to see Tins as a mom. “Don’t think I didn’t catch this change of subject, but I'm gonna let it slide today, ladies.” She snags one of the cookies from off the display I have set up. “I’m here about Mark.” She bites into the cookie, almost eating the whole thing in one bite. 

      “Wait, that was real?” Joy asks, confused. I’m not shocked Joy has heard about this even though it only happened last night. 

      “Oh, it’s real. He got to Noel’s a little before seven last night and stayed for a few hours.” And there is my point. Tins always knows everything. 

      “Don’t say it like that.” I give a playful smack to her shoulder. She makes it sound as though only Mark came to my home and we had a private dinner. It was a long two hours. 

      “Assaulting an officer, Noel?” she says, and I roll my eyes at her. “I want to make it clear Mark isn’t happening.” 

      “You killed him?” Joy whispers, making me snort a laugh. 

      “I will if I have to.” She polishes off the rest of her cookie and points her finger at me. “He’s not for you.” Then she points her finger in the opposite direction. I follow it and see Mark walking into the library. 

      “Crap,” I mutter under my breath. 

      “Want me to arrest him?” Tins offers. She really is a good friend. 

      “No,” I quickly respond because knowing her, she might. “He’s almost a lawyer,” I remind her. He’s got one semester left until he takes the bar. I know because he brought it up five million times. I don’t know why I tell Tins that. She doesn’t give a shit, and the expression on her face makes that extra clear. 

      I glance back toward the front doors to see Mark heading my way. My eyes catch when another man enters behind him. The tall, dark stranger is unmissable, and he makes Mark look like a boy in comparison. He’s dressed in all black, making him stand out in the sea of holiday colors. Our eyes lock, and a flutter of excitement lights through my whole body. 

      “You sure?” Tins breaks the spell, pulling my attention back to her and Joy. I have to fight to keep it there because I can still feel the man's eyes on me. Maybe I’m crazy, but it’s like the whole atmosphere in the room changed. 

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” I’ll have to talk to Mark at some point, but I’m surprised he’s here. There was no spark between the two of us. In fact, it was more awkward than anything. At least that’s what I thought. 

      “All right, but let me know if you change your mind. I think old Marky is going to be shocked you don’t want him.” 

      Tinsel is right because the man is cocky. I thought college would have changed him, but I think it only made him worse.

      “Maybe he should date Donna,” Joy suggests tartly, making me laugh because I had that same thought. 

      “Those egos couldn’t share a room.” Tins grabs another cookie before hooking her arm into Joy’s. “We need to talk,” she tells her sister-in-law as she pulls her away, and just then Mark approaches.

      “Noel,” he says, leaning against the counter. “You really don’t look anything like you did back in school.” His eyes roam over me, and I want to pull my sweater tighter around my body. He mentioned that a few times last night, and I’m pretty sure he thinks it’s a compliment. 

      “Hey.” I force a smile onto my face. I might read a lot of romance, but I have no clue how to have this conversation. Especially with the handsome man in all black staring right at me.
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      The library sits near the center of town and it’s truly a beautiful old building. There’s a historical marker out front, and when I pull the door open, even I am impressed by the space. It’s art deco style, and the stained glass lets colored lights dance across the old wood and brass that adorn the walls. It’s like something out of a museum as I step inside and take a look around. 

      There are lots of children and families in the kids section to the left, and there’s someone on a stool reading stories to them. Have I just been transported into a Hallmark movie? Everything is decorated for Christmas, and there’s even a stack of books made to look like a tree. I smell hot cocoa, and there’s a display with the cookies and boxes so that you can eat them here or take them with you. 

      In the center of the library is a circulation desk with a few people nearby. There’s a man up ahead that goes and leans on the counter, and when he’s out of the way, I see her. 

      I would know her anywhere, not because I’ve seen her picture or even spoken to her. It’s like something inside of my chest warmed up, and there’s a pull I’ve never felt before. My muscles tense, and I narrow my eyes as I take a tentative step forward. 

      Are there magnets in here? How am I moving without telling my legs what to do? 

      Noel sees me and quickly looks away but not before I see the flush on her cheeks. She glances at me quickly, and I wonder if by some chance she’s experiencing the same emotions. Impossible. She has no idea who I am or what I’m doing here. To her I’m probably just another tourist, even though I’m the only tourist wearing all black. 

      I can’t hear what the man in front of me is saying so I inch closer, desperate to remove the distance between us. 

      “So yeah, I think you should come out with me tonight. You can watch me study.” 

      My feet freeze as I glare down at his casual form practically leaning over the counter to get close to Noel. Is he blind? Everything about her body language is saying to back the fuck off. Her shoulders are hunched, her arms are crossed, and if that wasn’t enough, the look on her face is close to secondhand embarrassment. Is this the asshole from last night? Is he so fucking full of himself that he’s here demanding she watch him study?  

      “I, um, think I’ve got some things to do at home tonight,” she says, and an idiot could see she’s lying. 

      “Perfect. I’ll come over and—” 

      Oh hell no. I’m more irritated than I have any right to be, but I’m here to make contact with Noel and figure out what the fuck I’m going to do about her. Well, that and other things I’m not ready to admit even to myself. 

      “Excuse me.” My deep voice is pitched low, but it’s like gravel on silk in a place like this, and everyone nearby turns to look at me. Even Pretty Boy on the counter. 

      When Noel’s eyes meet mine, this time she doesn’t look away. Oh no, she stares her fill as her eyes travel down my body and back up. Go ahead and look, dollface, I’m doing the same. 

      She’s got on a navy blue dress that’s tight across her chest and waist. The little white sweater she’s got on with it has snowflakes for buttons, and they sparkle in the light. Her red hair is down today, and her curls are unruly, yet somehow they look silky soft. I want to put my hands in it and hold her close, but even as my mind conjures up those images, I push them to the side. One thing at a time. 

      “Can I help you?” Noel’s voice is like caramel, and I want to pour it all over me. 

      “I need a book,” I say, and then Pretty Boy snorts. 

      “Yeah, I think they have a few,” he’s quick to say before turning back to Noel. “So like I was saying. How about seven—” 

      “What kind of book?” Noel talks over him, and I take all the pleasure out of his annoyance as I smugly step up to the counter beside him. 

      “It’s a romance,” I say without the slightest hesitation or hint of embarrassment. And once again Pretty Boy snorts. What is he, a pig? 

      “Who the hell reads that trash?” Noel and I turn our glare on him simultaneously, and he realizes his mistake with her. “I mean, other than women.” 

      I open my mouth ready to tell him the exact hole he can go fuck himself in, but Noel takes the high road and ignores his stupidity. 

      “I’d be happy to show you. It’s a little tricky to find it in the stacks.” Her smile to me is a little forced as she turns back to Pretty Boy. “Sorry, Mark, I can’t tonight. See you around.” 

      “Thanks,” I say as I walk over and join her before giving Pretty Boy one last look. 

      His brows are furrowed as he glares at the back of Noel, and deciding I don’t fucking like it, I step behind her to block his view. To my benefit, I get to see the big round ass she’s got in that dress, and I have to hold back a groan. Fuck, I have to look away because although her tits are perfect, that ass is quickly becoming my favorite thing about Troping. 

      “So are you picking up a book for someone in town? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” 

      She looks back and almost catches me staring at her butt before I quickly look up at the ceiling. Yeah, Gabriel, that's real natural. 

      “Um, no, it’s for me. I’m visiting.” 

      “Oh.” She stops and then looks confused. “We only lend to residents. I’m sorry—” 

      “It’s an extended visit,” I hurry to say. “I’m staying at the inn for a while, and I need a new book. Could I just come in and read while I’m here and not check it out?” 

      “You know that’s actually not a bad idea.” She grins and shrugs. “I don’t see why not, and as a fellow romance reader, I’d be willing to bend the rules a little.” 

      The way she says it is so cute, and it’s like she’s telling me a secret. Only when she winks, it must somehow throw her feet off balance because she starts to tumble over in the process. 

      “Careful,” I say as I reach out for her and grab her around the waist. 

      The moment my hands touch her lush hips, I want to dig my fingers in and hold on. All the blood in my body goes straight to my cock, and where it was excited before, it’s demanding now. I’m throbbing for her like I’m fifteen and not a fully grown man that’s always in control. Her bright eyes meet mine, and although I should have dropped my hands by now, my body stopped listening to me the second I walked in this building. 

      “Thank you.” Is it my imagination, or is she flushed and out of breath? 

      “My pleasure.” My tongue slides over my bottom lip as I think about exactly what my pleasure would entail, and her eyes don’t miss the gesture. 

      “Romance,” she says and then blinks a few times. 

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Forcing myself to stop mauling her, I let her hips go but otherwise don’t move. I’ll try and keep my hands to myself, but I’ll be damned if I’m giving her any more space than absolutely necessary. 

      “Books.” This time it’s like she’s talking to herself before she says it again. “Yes, romance books. This way.” Before I know it, she’s turning on her heels and walking entirely too fast away from me. 

      It takes me a second before I go after her to close the distance between us once again. While I’m doing it, I realize that this is the first time in my life that I’m chasing a woman. 

      And I have zero hesitation.
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      Holy snowballs. My heart is still fluttering along with a few other places. Having that man grab my hips sent me into a frenzy. What the heck is wrong with me? Of course I almost trip over myself when the hottest man I’ve ever seen is talking to me. 

      He probably thinks I’m an utter dork and that I need to get it together. Be cool, I tell myself. Not Tinsel cool, normal-ish cool. I can do this. I’ve read a million romance books, so I should know how to flirt. Is that what I’m going to do? Crap, I’m not sure I know how to do anything, and I’m running out of time. I’m almost to the romance section already. 

      “I don’t get a lot of men that ask for romance books,” I say, trying to make conversation. 

      “Judgment?” I stop suddenly and turn back to face him. 

      “Oh no. I ah…” I stumble over my words. That was the last thing I was trying to do. I actually thought that it was sweet he was asking for it.

      “I’m teasing you, Noel.” I let out a small breath. Right, we’re both romance readers, so it’s a judgment-free zone. 

      “You know my name?” I don’t recall telling him, but I also don’t recall my name ever sounding sexy when someone said it either. 

      “I heard that asshole say it.” 

      I snort a laugh and quickly cover my mouth with my hand. Why can’t I giggle? I have to freaking snort? Do I always do that? Is that how I laugh? 

      “What? You're telling me he’s not an asshole?” A smile pulls at the corner of his lips, and I drop my hand from my mouth. 

      “He’s…” I trail off, unable to come up with another word that isn’t so harsh. 

      “An asshole,” he fills in for me. “Go on. Say it.” 

      “He’s an asshole,” I whisper, and his smirk turns into a smile. Damn, he’s even hotter when he smiles. Is he flirting with me? “What’s your name?” 

      “Gabriel.” 

      Another laugh pops out from me, and I rush to cover my mouth again. “I’m sorry.” Of course his name is Gabriel. I can’t wait to tell Snow all about this.

      “Why is that so funny?” He cocks his head to the side, and I can tell from his expression I didn’t offend him. For some reason, I get the sense he’s not someone to easily get offended. 

      “It’s just a hero's name, I guess.” 

      “A hero's name?” 

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “Strong with a dash of sweetness to it.” 

      “Sweetness. I don’t think I’ve ever been called that one before,” he chuckles. 

      “Do you get ‘asshole’ too?” I tease him back. 

      “A few times.” We stare at each other for a long moment, neither of us saying anything. 

      A familiarity falls over me for some reason. Maybe it’s because of the teasing and the sense that we’re now sharing a secret. Or maybe it’s because he got me to say something out loud that I’ve only ever thought. 

      “What kind of romance do you prefer, Gabriel? I have a lot to choose from.” I wave my hand toward the rows of books. “I section them off, so it can get a bit tricky for someone that doesn't know my system.” Libraries normally toss all romance together and file them by the author's name. That can be overwhelming, especially with how many we carry. I made up a system of my own to help people find something more suited for them. 

      “I’m always open to suggestions.” His tone is playful. 

      “Hmm.” I think for a moment. “How about something in a small town?” I peek up at him.

      “I could do that.” Right. He can do that. 

      “This way.” I motion for him to follow me down one of the rows and quickly notice we’re cut off from view of the main lobby. We’re all alone now, and I lick my lips, trying to concentrate on the task at hand, but my mind isn’t focusing. “We should get a bit more specific. Do you have a preference for a heroine?” I turn back to face him, not realizing I stopped abruptly, and his body collides with mine. I let out a small gasp when he grabs my hips again. My hands land on his broad chest, and I realize the man is a freaking giant. He’s also a hero. That’s the third time he’s saved me already. Twice from falling on my ass and once from Mark. 

      “Maybe an adorably clumsy librarian.” I open my mouth and then close it. That’s not what I thought he might say. “Nothing comes to mind?” he asks but doesn’t release his hold. 

      “Are you teasing me?” I ask. Adorable? That’s not sexy at all.

      “Is there something wrong with an adorable librarian?” He lifts a brow. I’m getting more flustered by the second. 

      “Adorable is—” 

      “An adjective. One of many. I could list more if you want. In fact, I could list a whole fucking library of them.” He stares down at me and I have the feeling he means more about me. 

      “Some want sexy, I suppose.” He could definitely pull sexy. In fact, I think he could pull anything he wanted.

      “Yes, adorably sexy. Adorably sweet. Adorably—” 

      “Okay.” I laugh, getting his point, but still he doesn’t release me. “Are you flirting with me, Gabriel?” I blurt out, needing to know before I make a fool of myself. 

      “I guess I’m not being clear.” His fingers grip me tighter, digging into my hips. “But yes.” 

      “Oh,” I gasp when I feel something hard pressing into my stomach. Heat rushes to my face, but I don’t try to step back. “This is, ah, unexpected.” 

      “Fuck me.” He shakes his head, and another chuckle comes from him. I think he’s going to let me go, but instead he starts to lower his mouth toward mine. 

      Is he really going to do what I think he’s going to do? I barely have the thought before his mouth brushes against mine in a soft, tentative kiss. 

      “Gabriel.” I breathe out his name, fighting this need to throw myself at him like long-lost lovers. What is happening? Is this love at first sight? No, this is me being a nut who reads too much, which I didn’t think was possible. 

      “You feel it?” His words wash away some of my doubt about what’s going on between us, and I nod. 

      “Wait, you mean what this is and not your…ah…” 

      “My cock.” He smiles against my mouth. “You can say it.” 

      “Gabriel.” A laugh bubbles out of my chest. 

      “No, I don’t mean my cock.” He brushes his mouth against mine again. “Tell me you feel it, and I’m not crazy.” 

      “You’re not crazy.” I close my eyes as I lift to touch my mouth against his harder. He groans when I part my lips for him, and my body heats. 

      “What are you kids doing back here?” 

      “Holy snowballs!” I jump back from Gabriel and see Tinsel standing there. I’m going to murder her. 

      “Are you with the FBI?” she asks Gabriel. 

      “No.” 

      “CIA?” 

      “Nope.” 

      “Why all black?” She eyes him up and down. 

      “I don’t speak to the police,” he tosses back at her. 

      “Good answer.” She clicks her tongue. “Tourists don’t get to check out or borrow anything from the library.” 

      “I’m well aware of the rules, Sheriff.” 

      “Good, because I’m always watching.” She winks before she disappears as quickly as she appeared. I know she’s not going far, and when I walk back out there, I’m likely getting an interrogation.
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      “Something with a lot of spice,” I say, and Noel blinks up at me before reaching her hand out and grabbing the first book she touches. 

      “Here you go.” She takes a step back, and I can almost see her pulling away and creating more space between us. 

      “Thank you.” I take it from her and move closer to erase that distance even though I’m mentally kicking myself for coming on so strong so fast. “Have dinner with me tonight, and we can talk about it.” 

      “I, um, don’t know. I think I’ve got plans.” 

      “Well, I’m going to take a seat and read until it’s time for you to get off.” Reaching up, I brush the hair away from her cheek and let my fingertips linger on her jaw. “Maybe you can decide by then if you’re busy or not.” 

      She audibly swallows and then nods when the words don’t come. 

      “Come on, before they send a search party.” 

      I take her hand in mine, and there’s a warm charge between us as I pull her to my side and back to the lobby. Once we’re out in the big open space, she tries to pull her hand away, but I only tighten my grip. Is she embarrassed? I know I’m being a caveman, but when asshole Mark sees us and then our connected hands, I get a thrill of satisfaction all over. 

      “This is my stop,” she says at the circulation desk, and I reluctantly release her. “If you want, you can have some cookies while you read…” She reaches over and takes a small box and slides it across the counter to me. 

      “I didn’t get any cookies,” Mark mumbles, but she ignores him and smiles at me. 

      That’s right, keep those smiles for me, dollface. 

      “I’ll make sure to sit where I can keep an eye on you.” I hold up my book and give her a wink. “Thanks for the treat.” 

      “You’re welcome.” Her cheeks flush scarlet, and I wonder if she’s thinking about this kiss like I am. 

      I take my time walking over to the reading section that’s cozy and quiet. I take a seat in a comfortable oversized chair that’s big enough for my bulk and faces the circulation desk. From here, I’ve got a direct line of sight on Noel, and it’s all I can do not to jump up and go back after her. 

      Also from this seat I can see Mark sulking off to the side as he glares at my cookies and then at me. I take a cookie out and make a show of slowly biting into it and closing my eyes while I moan. When I open them again, he looks away, and I take out the romance she handed me. 

      It’s about a small town with a librarian, and as I read the first chapter, I’m happy to see there’s a lot of spice in this one. At some point, Mark tries to talk to her again, but I see her shake her head and then turn away from him to work. He must get the hint because he skulks out of the library with his hands deep in his pockets like a petulant child. 

      “Score one for the away team,” I say to myself as I look back at my book and keep reading. 

      Every now and then when I turn the page, I glance up to Noel. Sometimes she’s looking at me, and sometimes she’s talking to people who come in. She’s so happy when she’s in her element and helping people find what they’re looking for. 

      At one point, I see her check her phone and then my own phone vibrates in my pocket. A thrill spikes in my gut as I take it out and see a message from Noel. 

      Noel: Snow you are not going to believe this. 

      Noel: Seriously. It’s like something out of our romance books! 

      Noel: Maybe I’ve eaten too many cookies today, but a guy walked into the library looking like a sex god on legs, asked for a romance book, and then KISSED ME! I have to be dreaming. 

      Noel: Only he’s still here! RED ALERT! 

      Noel: SNOW! 

      I have to force myself not to grin and keep my straight face in place as I respond. 

      Me: Sex god on legs? 

      Noel: Yes! Big thick and sturdy legs! 

      Noel: And he asked me to dinner. What should I do? 

      Me: Why are you hesitating? 

      Noel: I don’t know? Maybe he’s just broken out of jail? 

      Me: You liked that one book about that last week, didn’t you? 

      Noel: Now is not the time to bring up my love of fugitive romances. 

      Me: What’s the worst that could happen with dinner? 

      I nudge her just a little, hoping that she will agree. 

      Noel: You mean other than being raped and murdered? 

      Me: Obviously. 

      Noel: My mom could find out. 

      Me: Go someplace private then. 

      Noel: And put myself in more danger! This is the beginning of a true crime book not a romance. 

      Me: Tell a friend where you’re going. Don’t you have someone that can check on you and make sure you’re safe? 

      Noel: Hmm. That could work. 

      Me: So you’re going on a date with Sex God? 

      Noel: Oh god, I think I might. Am I being too reckless? This isn't like me at all. This is the stuff I dream of. 

      Me: Maybe dreams come true. 

      After that last text, Noel doesn’t send anything else, and I watch her at the desk as she puts her phone away. I eat another cookie while I watch her and see that she looks a little anxious. Her eyes find mine, and this time instead of looking away she smiles and starts to walk toward me. 

      “Hey,” I say and put the book down in my lap as she approaches. “How much longer do you have?” 

      “About an hour.” She fidgets with her fingers in front of her, and it looks like she’s summoning courage. “Dinner, um, tonight?” 

      “Yes,” I say, letting her squirm a little as I wait for her to say the words I want to hear. 

      “My answer is yes. For dinner. To you,” she stammers, and I smile at how fucking adorable she is. “Yes, I will go to dinner tonight with you.” 

      “Perfect,” I agree, and then she quickly turns around and rushes back to the desk without a backwards glance. 

      My face hurts from grinning at her so much, but I can’t find it in me to stop. How has my life been so clearly turned upside down in one afternoon?
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      Gabriel distracted me the entire day while I tried to work. Anytime I would peek his way, he was watching me. There’s something about the way he stares that makes me feel sexy. He does it like he has every right to and then he kissed me the same way. 

      When the last person is out of the library, I lock the door so it leaves him and me all alone. When I turn around to face him, I don’t see him in his chair any longer. My heart sinks because he was there moments ago. Did he get tired of waiting and leave? How did I miss that? 

      “Is there anything I can do to help with whatever one does to close a library?” I spin to see him leaning up against my front counter. Relief fills me, and I realize I’m already in deep with the feels. 

      “No, I’m all set.” Frostie sent someone over to collect the empty trays the cookies were on. “I need to get my purse.” I say this, but for some reason I don’t move. We both stand there for a long moment staring at one another. 

      “Do I make you nervous?” He cocks his head, and I think he’s studying me. 

      “Yes,” I admit, and I wonder if he’s trying to mask that my words don’t affect him. 

      “We’ll be in public, Noel.” He thinks that I’m nervous he’ll harm me. It’s true that I don’t know him and he could be a serial killer, but if that were the case, he’s really bad about it. He’s already been caught by the sheriff kissing me, and he’s been lingering in the library for hours. I’m sure people noticed because Gabriel stands out and not only because of his size. The all-black is throwing people off in a town full of Christmas cheer. 

      “I don’t mean it that way you think,” I say, and he pushes off the counter toward me. He makes me flustered and it’s both exhilarating and scary as hell. I’ve never felt these kinds of things before, and it’s like little sparks going off inside of me. 

      “Do you really want to fight this?” He cups my face, and his thumb strokes my cheek. This could end so badly. 

      “No, but—” 

      “No buts then.” He leans down and kisses me again. This time it’s only a brush of his mouth against mine, and I want more. The effects of his kiss from hours ago still linger, and all this does is enhance it. “I want to feed you. All you’ve had is cookies.” 

      “Okay,” I agree, staring at his mouth. 

      “Your purse.” He fights a smile. 

      “Right.” I rush over behind the counter to collect it, making sure my phone is inside before I pull my coat on. “I’m not really sure where we should go.” 

      “There’s a handful of places we can go. I looked them up.” 

      “It might be awkward,” I tell him.

      “And why is that?” He tucks one of my curls behind my ear. 

      “Everyone is going to talk.” 

      “Let them talk.” He shrugs, not understanding how a small town works. Especially Troping.

      “That’s easy for you to say. I live here, and once you’re…” I trail off, not wanting to finish that sentence. He’s not going to stick around, and I know that. He’s staying at the resort, but it hasn’t really set in until now. 

      “We’re two people having dinner.” He grabs my hand, and our fingers link together. 

      “Where are you from?” I ask once we’re outside and I relock the door to the library. 

      “This place is something at night.” Gabriel glances up and down the street, noticing that the whole town is covered in lights. 

      Mr. and Mrs. Bells walk past us, and I wave at them. I suppose it doesn’t matter where we eat now that we’ve already been spotted. I just hope I can fend off my mom for at least an hour. 

      “I take it you’re not from one of the bigger cities nearby?” There are a few that are only a couple hours’ drive as long as the roads aren’t too bad. We’re tucked against a giant mountain with only two main roads in and out. Every so often, they can end up shutting down for a few days. 

      “New York.” 

      “Oh wow.” That’s definitely a plane ride then. “I’ve never been. Well, I mean I don’t remember being there.” I laugh. “I was born there, but my adoptive parents brought me here as a baby. Does that mean I can call myself a New Yorker?” 

      “I hate to break it to you, dollface, but you’re not a New Yorker.” 

      “Yeah, I’d never make it, would I? I don’t walk fast enough, and everyone would probably think I’m a weirdo because I’d tell people hi and ask how their day is going as we passed on the sidewalk.” Gabriel chuckles, and it warms me all over. 

      “It can be fast-paced, but that’s where the action is.” 

      “This must be boring to you.” 

      “I haven’t been bored, I can assure you of that.” He gives me one of his charming smirks. “I wasn’t sure what I would think about this town, but it has some appeal. For all you know, you could love New York.” 

      “I’d like to see it. There’s a lot of places I would love to visit, but this is home. This is where my parents are, and a lot of the town is like family to me. It’s also a place filled with memories. Is it like that for you in New York?”

      “It’s where I work.” He shrugs. 

      “Is your family there?” 

      “My father is on a trip right now.” 

      “Will he back for Christmas?” Gabriel might be leaving sooner than I thought. 

      “They went on the trip for Christmas. The whole tree and lights thing has never really been our thing.” I guide us toward the diner, thinking it will be our best bet since it has a bit of everything. “You weren’t kidding. People are watching.” 

      “Don’t pay them any attention. They don’t mean anything by it, they’re just curious. Is the diner okay?” I point to it across the way from us. “They have the best milkshakes.” 

      “Perfect.” We cross the street together, and he opens the door for me as his hand goes to the small of my back. 

      Once we’re inside, I see a few empty booths. 

      “You want strawberry, Noel?” Meg asks from behind the counter as she eyes up Gabriel. If she wasn’t three times my age and happily married, I might be jealous.

      “Yes please.” I know she’s making it clear to Gabriel that they know me but they don’t know him.

      “Make that two,” Gabriel tosses back as I slide into a booth. “I will say that in New York you can be surrounded by people and still be invisible.” 

      “Invisible is the last thing anyone can be in Troping, especially if you’re not from here but are with someone that is.” 

      “And you were worried I could be a serial killer?” he teases, making me laugh. Had I joked with him about that? I guess every girl thinks that when going out with a man she doesn’t know. 

      “You’re right. I hope you don’t have any skeletons in your closet. The longer you stick around, the more likely they’ll find them,” I tease him back. “Nothing stays secret around here.” I shake my head, handing him one of the menus. Gabriel shifts in his seat nervously before taking it from me. 

      “You okay?” I glance around, wondering if everyone staring is bothering him. He said he didn’t care, but it might be getting to him. He grabs my hand, which pulls my attention back to him. 

      “I’m great.” He gives me a smile that has me forgetting about everything else. Except that kiss. I’m never going to forget that.
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      “Do you want another slice of pie?” the waitress named Meg asks me as she narrows her eyes on the empty plate in front of me. 

      “I’m not sure I could hold another one,” I answer, running my hand over my full stomach. My belt is already straining with the force of all that I’ve eaten. 

      “You said that three slices back,” Meg says with a deadpan expression. 

      “I think he means it this time,” Noel jokes and takes out her wallet. “I think the check is all we need.” 

      “I’ve got it.” I’m quick to push the hand holding her wallet back into her bag. “It’s on me, dollface.” 

      “Dollface,” Meg mumbles to herself as walks back to the counter. 

      “Thanks.” Noel smiles at me as she closes her purse and looks around the diner. “Oh wow, it’s late. I didn’t notice we were the last people in here.” 

      “I assumed that’s why the people working here have been giving us the stink eye.” I laugh, and so does Noel. “It’s their own fault for having such good pie.” Reaching out, I take her hands in mine, and she looks up at me. “I think I might have gotten caught up in talking with you.” 

      “Yeah, I think I might have done the same.” We stare at one another for a long moment before it’s broken by Meg slapping down a check. 

      “Thank you,” I say to her as I toss several bills down to cover for her having to stay late. “I’m sorry we took up your table for so long.” 

      Meg grabs the cash, and her eyes widen as I help Noel out of the booth. “Come back anytime and stay as long as you want.” She hurries to stuff the money in her apron and comes to lock the door behind us. “Have fun with that one, Noel.” 

      “Meg,” she hisses, and I pull her out on the sidewalk. 

      “Where to now?” I ask as I wrap my arm around her waist and we walk toward the inn. “Want to come back to my room for a drink?” 

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Suddenly Noel is blushing more than at any other point in the night. Even more so than when she was telling me about that time her dress was stuck in her underwear at the school play when she was nine. 

      We talked for hours, and I feel like I know her better than anyone else in the world. Maybe even more than my own family. Noel is truly an open book with an open heart, and all I had to do was ask what I wanted to know. I even told her about my life and my work; I just happened to leave off the part about searching for Noel and pretending to be her romance reader bestie. 

      “What’s not good about it?” I stop and turn her in my arms so that I can see what she’s trying not to say. 

      “You know how I said people would talk when they saw us at the diner?” 

      “I vaguely remember,” I tease because at least a dozen people came over and said hello to us while we were eating dinner. 

      “Yeah well, imagine what will happen if they see me going into a hotel room with you.” Her eyes lock with mine, and then she quickly looks away. 

      It takes me half a heartbeat to understand her meaning. “Oh, I see. And we can’t go back to your place because of your parents.” 

      “Yep.” She stands there for a second and then her head pops up. “Wait, I think I have an idea. Give me a second.” Noel grabs her phone, and I see her tap the screen before she beams up at me. “I’ve got it.” She takes my hand and starts to pull me down the sidewalk. “Follow me.” 

      “Where are we going?” I ask with a laugh in my voice. 

      “City Hall.” 

      “And what are we doing at City Hall this time of night?” 

      Noel winks at me and then almost slips on the snow as she walks up the steps to the building in the center of town. Once she’s at the door, she puts in the numbers on the keypad, and the door unlocks. 

      “Bingo,” she giggles as we stumble into a room and she locks the door behind us. “My friend Joy owes me a favor.” 

      “Like I asked before…” I pull Noel close as I glance around the office. “What are we doing here?” 

      “I just thought this might be a quiet place to talk.” She shrugs as her hands rest on my chest and I pull her closer. 

      “That’s too bad,” I say as I bend down and hover my lips over hers. “Because right now, talking is the last thing on my mind.” 

      “I mean, we could not talk.” She breathes against my lips, and that’s all it takes for me to press my mouth to hers. 

      This kiss is like a stick of dynamite, and as soon as we make contact, it goes off. Never in my life have I been so overwhelmed with desire like I am with Noel, but the moment I feel her tongue sweep across mine, I’m an animal with a primal need. 

      “Fuck, I need you,” I say as I spin her around and pin her back to the door. When I lift her off the ground, her legs automatically go around my waist, and I hum in approval. “That’s my good girl.” 

      Her full lips part for me, and I take what I want as I kiss her mouth and down her tender neck. Her moan is high-pitched as I graze the skin of her collarbone with my teeth and grind my throbbing cock into her. 

      “Gabriel.” She sounds like she’s out of breath, but her hands cling to me as she tries to touch me everywhere all at once. 

      “Say it again. I want to hear you scream it while I suck on your pretty tits.” 

      “Holy shit.” She sounds shocked and scandalized, but I feel her lower half rock against me like she wants more. 

      I push her sweater up and then yank the cups of her bra down roughly to expose her full silky breasts. I can’t see the exact shade of her nipples with so little light, and it makes me mad. I want to see all of her laid out on full display, but that’s going to have to wait. Right now, I need my mouth on her more than I need my next breath.

      “Gabriel!” she cries out loudly as I suck on one nipple and then move to the other. 

      My body is shaking with lust as I fall to my knees but keep her pinned in place on the ground. “Get this skirt out of my way.” My hands dig into her ass as she starts to gather up the material that’s bunched around her thighs. “I thought I was full, but now I’m starving.” 

      “I’m trying.” Her hands fumble with the fabric, and I’m getting impatient. 

      “If I don’t get your pussy on my face in the next second, I’m going to fucking die.”
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      I whimper at Gabriel's words. It’s hard to think straight with his hands all over me and hearing the dirty words he’s saying. The man has a wicked mouth.

      “Fine. I’ll do it myself,” he snaps before he yanks my panties down my legs. “Keep that skirt up.” 

      I step out of my panties, unable to speak as Gabriel stuffs them into his pocket. Then he’s grabbing my ankle and making me spread my thighs wider to expose my sex for his hungry lust-filled gaze. The air is cool against my wet skin because I’m drenched in need. If Gabriel wasn’t so greedy to get my panties down, I might be embarrassed. 

      “Or what?” The words pop out of me before I have a chance to think them through. 

      His eyes travel slowly up my body to lock with mine, and I jerk when one of his thick fingers slides through the folds of my sex. He presses down on my clit, making me moan, but he doesn’t move it, and the pressure grows tenfold. 

      “If you’re trying to get me to spank that tempting ass of yours, it’s not going to work.” He leans in and blows against my sex, causing me to whimper. “I’m in charge, dollface. It’s not a punishment if you enjoy it.” 

      He’s not wrong. 

      That was where my mind went when I pushed him. I know I love to read dirty things, but he’s making me crave to do them. Gabriel has been thrust center stage to the smuttiest of books I’ve read and now the faceless man I always pictured is him. 

      “Please,” I beg and push my hips forward, needing him to move his finger. I’m the one that’s going to freaking die here. “I’ll keep my skirt up. I promise,” I rush to add when he lets his warm breath tickle against the folds of my sex. 

      “Good girl.” He removes his finger from my clit, and I whine. 

      “No!” I protest, but it’s short-lived as his mouth covers my clit and he begins sucking on it. “Oh god,” I groan when a finger is thrust inside of me and his tongue flicks my clit back and forth. It’s too much because I was already on edge, and to my embarrassment, I go off. As the orgasm takes over, I cry out his name, and the pleasure explodes through my body in a tidal wave. 

      “You with me?” Gabriel asks, and my eyes pop open. That’s when I realize we’ve moved and I’m laid out on a couch with my sweater and bra gone. The only thing I’m still wearing is my skirt that’s bunched all the way up. “That was only to take the edge off since you begged so sweetly and did as you were told.” My hips buck at his words, and I wonder what the heck this man has done to my body. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He smirks, settling in between my thighs. 

      This time, his strokes are lazy at first as his tongue sweeps up and down. His hands slide under my ass to lift me off the couch so he can thrust his tongue deep inside of me. The way he’s doing it makes my need skyrocket, and my sex flutters around his tongue. 

      “Gabriel,” I moan. 

      “This one's for me. Be patient,” he says when his tongue slips from inside me to travel even farther down. I gasp when he circles my puckered hole, but he doesn’t push inside. He makes sure to lick me everywhere in a silent promise of what’s to come.

      He worships me between my thighs, bringing me close to climax before pulling back. One second he’ll be slow and sweet and the next a starved animal feasting on me.

      “Please.” I reach down and grip Gabriel’s hair. Once the word is out of my mouth, Gabriel gives me what I beg for. I guess it really is the magic word. 

      He puts my ass back down on the couch, and with one hand, his fingers spread the lips of my sex, exposing me completely to his mouth. He latches on to my clit as he thrusts a finger inside of me, and I cry out, my back bowing off the couch. 

      This orgasm is more intense than the first, and my whole body is sensitive to every touch. I whimper and jerk when Gabriel kisses my clit and lazily slides his finger out of me. My hand drops from his hair, and I lie there, unable to move. I had no idea it could be this way. 

      Gabriel rocks against me, and I gasp when I see what he’s doing. He’s on his knees between my thighs, jacking himself off, and it’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen in my life. His expression is pained with need, and it’s also a bit intimidating. Gabriel isn’t a small man, and his cock looks massive even in his own big hand as he strokes himself faster.

       “Don’t,” he orders when I start to sit up, wanting to touch him. I fall back down, doing as I’m told. 

      “Good girl,” he praises, and it makes my body hum. 

      He drops down over me, holding himself up with one arm to capture my nipple in his mouth. Gabriel keeps on stroking himself as his giant body jerks on top of mine. His groans and grunts fill the room, and I hear him softly whisper my name. 

      “Noel.” He lets go of my nipple, and I feel his warm release spill onto me. 

      He pushes up, going back to his knees, and more cum shoots from his cock to land between my thighs and onto my sex. I bite my lip, my body throbbing for more already. 

      His cock is still just as hard as before as he releases it and then brings his hand to my stomach. 

      “My little doll,” he breathes out. 

      Gabriel is going to kill me. The things he says are almost as good as his tongue. He runs his fingers through his cum and then smears it over my clit. I moan as he works me up again, and this time, he’s relentless. There is no teasing as he uses his cum to make me go off again.

      “I can’t.” My body jerks. 

      My eyes fall closed as he keeps running his fingers across my skin before he thrusts two inside of me. When I look at him, Gabriel is staring down at my sex, his wet fingers buried deep. Slowly he pulls them out, and there’s a satisfied smile on his face. He sucks his fingers clean and then holds them out to me.

       “Want a taste, dollface?” I nod, and he leans down and kisses me. His tongue thrusts into my mouth like it did my sex, and I can taste both of us on him. His hard cock presses into my stomach, and he shakes his head. “No.” He nips my bottom lip when I try to lift my hip and rub my bare sex against him. I don’t mean to; it's just my body doing all kinds of things on its own. I’m utterly shameless right now.

      “Please?” He lifts his head, and I audibly hear him swallow. 

      “Fuck.” He pushes up off me, shoving his cock back into his pants. “I went too far,” I think I hear him say under his breath as he pulls my skirt back down to cover me. “I should get you home before the town comes searching for you.” He smiles, but I’m not sure it’s real. 

      “Ah, yeah.” I sit up quickly, wondering what changed. I was laid out for his taking and would probably have let him slide right in without protection or anything. That wasn’t anywhere in my mind when he was touching me. 

      Gabriel helps me get dressed before silently walking me home and leaving me utterly confused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          GABRIEL

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Noel: And then he just left. Did I do something wrong? 

      I hesitate with my thumbs over the keyboard as I think about what to reply. I’m such a fucking idiot, but things went so far so fast, and Noel doesn’t know who I am or why I’m here. I couldn’t let things go any further without telling her the truth. I paced the floor of my hotel room all night, and when she finally texted me, my anxiety kicked into overdrive. 

      Not only have I not been completely honest with her, but I’ve been texting her as someone else for months. It’s a multi-level betrayal, and I can’t see a way out of this while still holding on to her. 

      “One problem at a time,” I say to myself and then begin to text my response. 

      Me: There’s no way you did anything wrong. Maybe he was worried he rushed you into it.

      Noel: Maybe. He’s so great and our conversation was like something out of a romance novel. 

      Me: Then I’m sure you were perfect. Maybe just keep an open mind the next time you see him. 

      Noel: What if I don’t see him again? 

      Me: Trust me, you will. 

      Noel: I hope you’re right. Last night was the best night of my life. 

      “Mine too,” I say and tuck my phone in my pocket. 

      “Everything okay?” the woman who owns the bakery asks as she gives me a refill of my coffee. Her name tag says Frostie, with snowflakes and glitter all over it. 

      “Yep.” I nod toward the library in the distance. “Just waiting for it to open up.” 

      “You’ve been waiting for three hours now. Must be something good in there you’re checking out.” She gives me a knowing smile before walking back to the counter. 

      I want to tell her that’s an understatement, but she already knows I’m going to see Noel. Hell, everyone who comes in here smiles at me like I’m their long-lost family member, and it’s the weirdest thing ever. 

      Noel was right when she said everyone here gossips because I’ve heard her name whispered as people looked at me. I should have been more careful last night, but I was in a cloud of lust, and all I knew was that I wanted her more than I’ve wanted anything. Now that desire for her has only grown because I know what it feels like to hold her in my arms and to watch her come undone. It’s like getting a taste has made this feeling for her intensify, and my insides are on fire. 

      Not only do I want to do what we did last night all over again, I want to do it for the rest of my life. I realized last night after practically wearing a hole in the carpet of my hotel room that I’m not just falling for Noel anymore, I’ve gone over the cliff and I’m deep in love. One look and I was a goner, but the more I got to know her, the heavier those feelings got. It wasn’t just infatuation or even desire; it was soul-crushing, and I have to make this right. 

      That’s why I’ve been here for hours waiting for the library to open. At least this way her mom and dad aren’t nearby listening and I can find a place that’s quiet for us to talk. There’s no more getting around it—the time has come. 

      And as if she’s heard my inner thoughts, I see Noel in the distance taking her keys out and unlocking the door. I nearly fall over in my hurry to rush out of the bakery, and Frostie waves at me. I ignore her because I realize I look like a love-sick fool. Joke’s on all of them because I am. 

      By the time I get to the door of the library, Noel is already inside, and there are a few people trickling in. When I see her at the circulation desk reading over something on the screen in front of her, I walk over and clear my throat. 

      “How can I—” She stops talking when she looks up and sees it’s me. “Oh hey.” 

      “Hey,” I say, and I’m kind of out of breath. “Can we talk?” 

      “Um, sure.” She’s hesitant, and all the comfortable feelings from last night seem to be out of her reach. 

      Deciding that I’m going to make her remember before I start breaking open the truth crate, I reach out and take her hand in mine. There’s a moment where her hand flinches, but just as quickly it relaxes, and her fingers caress mine. 

      “Is there someplace private we can go?” 

      “The romance section?” she offers with a grin, and thank god I’m starting to see my sweet Noel from yesterday. 

      “My favorite.” 

      Once we get to the stacks and away from the people in the lobby, I turn her to face me and walk her backwards until she’s pressed against one of the shelves. 

      “I missed you,” I say, and it’s the god's honest truth. I cup her face with both my hands and tilt her head back so she looks up at me. “I’m sorry for how quickly I left last night. You deserve an explanation.” 

      “As long as you didn’t change your mind about…” She shrugs and then licks her lips. “Whatever this is.” 

      “Never.” There’s no hesitation in my answer as I lean down and press my lips to hers. I try to put what I feel into this kiss, and I wish I could make all of what I’m about to tell her hurt less, but I don’t know if it’s possible. 

      “Then why did you run off like that?” There’s a flash of pain in her eyes, and it cuts right across my heart. 

      “There’s something I need to tell you.” I take a deep breath and then try again. “There’s a lot of somethings, actually, but I have to start at the beginning.” 

      “You’re married,” she blurts out, and for a second I’m completely confused. 

      “Me? No, god, no. You’re the only woman I want.” The corner of her lips lifts at the confession, and I smile down at her. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted.” 

      “That’s not so bad.” 

      My smile falters, and I drop my hands from her face as I take a step back. “Noel, I’ve been looking for you for a while now.” 

      “What?” Now it’s her turn to look confused. 

      “Months ago I was asked to find you, and it didn’t take me long. All I needed to do was put the right amount of money in the right person's hand.” 

      “Why were you looking for me?” She crosses her arms over her chest, and I hate the way she’s protecting herself from what I’m saying. 

      “Your birth mother wanted to find you,” I admit, and her eyes widen. 

      “You didn’t tell me you were that kind of lawyer.” That was one of many things we talked about for hours over diner. 

      “There’s more to it than that.” I swallow hard and push forward. I’ve got to get this out all at once and rip the Band-Aid off. “Your birth mother’s name is Kate. She wanted to find you for her own reasons, and I said that I would look into it. I’ll admit that when I started this, I was doing it to protect my father. It was all for selfish reasons until I saw you. Until we began to talk.” When her eyes widen and she doesn’t speak, I keep going. “I found you in the online book club, and we began to message each other.” 

      “No.” She says it in almost a whisper as she brings her hands to her mouth. 

      “I’m Snow. My name is Gabriel Snow.” 

      “This can’t be happening.” Tears form in her eyes, and when I take a step toward her, she holds out her palms to stop me. “No!” 

      The one word echoes in the quiet space, and I realize that it might have been a mistake to do this here at work. Fuck, can I possibly make this any worse? 

      “I’m sorry, Noel, but after last night, I knew I’d taken things too far and I should have—” 

      “You should have told me the truth.” She cuts me off, and I see anger in her eyes now. “How dare you?” She looks me up and down like she’s seeing me for the first time. “You lied to me.” 

      “I didn’t lie,” I start to say, but she’s already shaking her head. 

      “You lied by omission.” The tears fall down her cheeks now as I nod. 

      “Yes but your mother—” 

      “My mother is at home with my dad two blocks from here!” she snaps back at me. “The person you know is a stranger to me.” 

      “You’re right,” I say but feel the stab in my heart all the same. I guess I can make this worse. 

      “I don’t ever want to see you again.” She turns away from me and begins to walk back to the front. 

      “Wait.” I grab her arm, but she yanks it out of my hold and turns to glare at me. 

      “I thought I’d found the one.” She angrily wipes away the tears. “But I should have known it was too good to be true.” 

      I’m frozen in place as she walks away, leaving me with the thoughts that maybe she was in love with me too. Up until today when I broke her heart. 

      “Noel,” I call out when my brain finally catches up with my feet. By the time I reach the lobby, she’s already gone, and I’m left standing in the middle of Troping with my heart in pieces.
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      I quickly text Joy asking if she can watch over the library until a few of the girls that volunteer from the high school can make it over and cover for me. I’m barely past the front of City Hall, and Joy is already coming down the stairs with her head down as she clicks away on her phone. It buzzes in my hand, and then she looks up and stops. 

      “I just texted you. I’m leaving,” I say as she comes toward me. 

      “What did he do?” She tilts her chin up, ready to go to battle for me. 

      “Who said—” She levels me with a Don’t try it expression. 

      “It’s a lot. A whole story.” I peek over my shoulder to make sure Gabriel isn’t following me. The man really can send me into a spiral of emotions, and I had to get away from it. That was the only way I’d be able to think straight. 

      “You sure running is a good idea? I saw him yesterday. He couldn’t take his eyes off of you. He’s the kind of guy that chases.” 

      “Maybe,” I agree but not for the reasons I want. The reality is he came here because my birth mother wanted to find me. Then things got out of control, and he went too far. I feel so stupid.

      “Everything okay?” Mayor North comes out of the building next, and my mind flashes to the things Gabriel and I did last night in his office. I’m sure he and Joy have done far more on that couch. 

      “Yeah, I need to go see my parents. I’m sorry.” 

      “Don’t be sorry.” North comes down the stairs, a concerned expression on his face as he places his hand on Joy’s back. “The perks of a small town. We can all cover for each other when we need to.” 

      “Thanks.” I force a smile. “I’ll see you later.” I take off on the sidewalk, and then a thought occurs to me. “And please don’t tell Tinsel!” I throw over my shoulder. The last thing I need is her getting into the mix. 

      “No one really tells her anything,” I hear North say from behind me. True, she has a way of finding things out all on her own.

      “Noel?” my mom calls when I enter the house. “Did you forget something?” She comes out of the kitchen, and the smell of cinnamon fills the house. She’s making her Christmas popcorn balls. 

      “I…ah…” I don’t know where to start, but Mom must see my expression because she pulls off her apron and wraps me in her arms. She holds me tight for a long moment, and I just breathe her in. 

      “I’ll kill him,” my father grumbles as he comes out of his office. 

      “It might not be about the boy.” Mom tries to calm Dad down. Boy? Gabriel might be a liar, but he’s a full-grown man. 

      I inwardly groan when I recall all the books I suggested Snow read and the scenes I thought were the hottest. All the air leaves my lungs as I realize that’s how he lured me in so quickly last night. He knew the things to say and the dirty talk that would have me melting for him. Had that all been fake? What if he only said those things because he knew I’d get off on it and that’s not him at all? 

      “It’s the boy,” I admit. 

      “The new one? Not Mark?” Dad asks for clarification. There’s no way that I couldn’t give them some details about Gabriel once I got home last night. They already knew I’d been at the diner on a date. “Damn, I really wanted to knock Mark on his ass,” he mutters. 

      “Right?” Mom lets out a small laugh. 

      “What? You tried to set me up with him.” I gape at her. 

      “Kinda.” Mom shrugs, giving me a half-ass apologetic smile. “I only want you to open up to the possibility of finding love. Mark was a nudge to get you out there, but this Gabriel came out of nowhere. He’s not from here.” Mom tries to hide a frown. She might want me to find love, but I don’t think they want me to leave Troping. They grew up here, and it’s where they fell in love. A lot of people do that around here, which is why there are so many high school sweetheart stories in this town.

      “You’re right. He’s not from here. He's from New York.” I walk over into the living room and drop down on the couch. 

      “That’s pretty far away.” Mom plays with her necklace. She always fidgets with it when something bothers her. 

      “I’m not running off to New York. Gabriel and I aren’t a thing.” The last part is really hard to say. 

      “Oh.” Mom relaxes. 

      “Or maybe we are a thing, but not a couple thing.” I huff, my head starting to ache along with my heart. 

      “What does that mean?” Dad asks. “You can talk to us, sweetheart.” He comes over to sit down next to me, and Mom sits on the coffee table in front of me.

      “It’s a mess.” I admit as I try and explain because I’m not sure how my mom’d going to react to all this. I’ve never asked about my adoption. Heck, I can’t even recall when they told me I was adopted. I must have been too young to really process it, but I knew it. 

      After a few moments of giving them the condensed version we sit in silence.

      Eventually a small smile pulls at my mothers lips and she breathes out one word as her eyes fill with tears. “Kate.”

      “Kate?” 

      “Your birth mother’s name was Kat

      

      e. I think about her a lot. I know she’s not a young girl anymore, but to me that’s the memory I have of her.” Mom swipes at a tear. 

      “I didn’t really ask.” I swallow to push down the lump in my throat that’s trying to form so I can give them the story. I leave some pieces out, but as I talk, Mom holds my hand. 

      “If you want to meet her, Noel, I want you to know it wouldn't bother me. She was young, and her family put a lot of pressure on her to not keep you. She was on the fence about it until your dad and I got to the hospital. We got to meet her briefly, and it was first names only. I could tell she was scared. Scared to keep you, scared to give you away. It was heartbreaking.” 

      “But she did it,” I say. I’m not mad about it. If anything, I’m thankful. Is that a terrible thing to think? I love my parents, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything. 

      “She…” Mom’s smile grows a bit more. “She asked me what I would do if you turned out like her.” 

      “What did you say?” 

      “That I’d love you. That I’d stand by you and that I was sorry her family wasn’t there to do the same for her.” 

      “Now you’re going to make me cry.” I wipe at the tears on my cheeks. 

      “It sounds to me like she found a family that wants to stand by her now, and I love that for her. I think we know better than most that a real family doesn’t have to share the same DNA.” I nod in agreement. “But this isn’t about her, is it? It’s about him.” 

      I nod again, and this time I can’t stop myself from crying.
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      Me: I know you don’t want to talk to me right now, but no matter what you decide about your birth mother, you and I are having a conversion about us. 

      Me: I’m going to give you some time but don’t you dare think this is over. 

      Me: I might regret how I started this whole thing, but I’ll never regret finding you. 

      

      “And you’re sure she’s coming in today?” I ask Joy, and she nods. 

      “I sent her a text first thing this morning and she said she’ll be here.” 

      “Do you think I brought enough cupcakes?” Frostie asks both of us. 

      “I think this is enough to feed the whole town,” Carol says as she puts down cups for hot cocoa and Colden hands her the marshmallows. 

      “Thank you again for making them last-second,” I say as I take one of the boxes from her and place it on the table near the children's reading section. 

      “Anything for Noel. She’s the reason my man smiles so much.” 

      “That’s enough,” Clause says as he picks Frostie up and carries her away from us. 

      “North is waiting out front.” Joy checks her phone and then looks at me with wide eyes. “Tinsel is on the way too.” 

      “It wasn’t me,” Carol says and then bites her lip. “Okay, maybe it was, but you know how she can be!” 

      “It’s all right. I was expecting this,” I say, and just then the doors bust open and Tinsel walks through wearing her mirrored lens aviators. Jack is not far behind her as he stands by the door and talks to North for a second. 

      “This looks like breaking and entering to me.” She walks right up to me, and I shake my head.

      “Look, I know you really want to do your thing right now, but let's cut to the chase because Noel will be here any second, and I don’t have time to waste.” 

      “Fine. What are you doing here?” 

      “Trying to fix my fuck-up with a big grand gesture, so if you could step out of the way, I’d like to prove to Noel that I’m worthy of her love.”

      “Oh.” She takes off her sunglasses and nods approvingly. “Carry on.” 

      “Thank you,” I say, and Jack looks astonished. 

      “If Noel doesn’t take you back, I will,” Jack says as Tinsel elbows him in the side. 

      North sticks his head in from outside and gives me the thumbs up. “All right, everybody, it's go time.” 

      For the past three days, I’ve given Noel space, and in the meantime, I’ve recruited her friends to help me pull this off. The library was closed on Sunday and Monday, but today it’s back open, and I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. It was hell not going to her house and knocking down the door, but I found a way to do all of this while keeping her in my heart, and I hope she sees what she means to me. 

      As soon as Noel walks into the library, her feet stop moving when she sees me standing in front of the circulation desk. For a moment, our eyes meet, and I can tell she hasn’t been sleeping. Maybe I’m deceiving myself, but there’s a flush to her cheeks that might be happiness but it’s quickly replaced with suspicion. 

      She looks like she might turn around and bolt, but thankfully, I planned for this. Her friends step out and block the exit as I move in a little closer. 

      “What’s going on?” she asks as she looks around with hesitation and maybe even a little fear. 

      “I want to show you something,” I say as I hold out my hand to her. “Come with me.” 

      She shakes her head, and I open my mouth to say something, but Tinsel interrupts. 

      “Oh come on, Noel, it’s like a romance book. It’s the big grand gesture chapter!” she says, and a few people laugh. 

      “Fine.” Noel puts her hand in mine, and the second she does, everything in my world falls back into place. 

      “You’re lying if you say you didn’t miss that,” I whisper to her, pulling her close to my side. 

      “I’m not saying anything. Show me what you need to show me, and then I can get back to work.” 

      “All right,” I say as we walk back to the romance section and I stand in the place where we first kissed. 

      “What?” she asks and looks around, expecting something to stand out. 

      “Well, this is just a pit stop along the way, but I wanted to bring you back here and try to start again.” She’s purposely not looking at me, and when I reach out and touch her chin, she closes her eyes. “I’m Gabriel Snow, and I’ve come a long way to meet you, Noel.” 

      Slowly her eyes open, and she looks up at me. 

      “The first time I saw your picture, you took my breath away, but when we stood here in this spot, you took my soul. You’ve had it with you since then and you will forever more.” I point to the wooden shelf where I’ve carved a little heart with our initials in it. “I want our great-grandchildren to know this is where we fell in love.” 

      “Gabriel,” she whispers as she reaches out and touches the little heart. 

      “Now to the real surprise.” I tug her hand, and this time she comes easily with me as we walk to the back of the library. 

      Before, this was just an empty area of grass that connected to the elementary school on the other block. The day she ran out of the library I walked all over Troping and then ended up back here in this grassy lot. I kept thinking that this library is a part of who Noel is, just like Troping is, and if I want to do something that will show her how serious I am, then I need to do it where it will make the most impact. 

      When I open the door to outside, I step back and let Noel walk through. I keep my eyes on her, and I hold my breath, waiting for her reaction. 

      “How did you do this?” She sounds like she can’t believe it as she turns in place and tries to take it all in. 

      “It turns out that Clause knows how to build stuff, and with enough money, anything can be done in a short amount of time,” I say. 

      In the space between the library and the elementary school, I had a giant gazebo built for outdoor plays and for people to put on concerts. The whole thing is strung with lights, and surrounding it is a brand-new playground. It’s open to the public and for everyone to use but will serve as a community center for afterschool programs and a place for the people of Troping to gather. 

      “Gabriel.” She covers her mouth when she looks up and sees the sign on the gazebo. 

      Dedicated to Noel and all those who love romance. 

      When she turns around to face me, there are tears in her eyes, but this time they’re ones of joy. She takes a step closer, and I get down on one knee, taking out the ring that I got from her mom last night. It’s been in their family for generations.

      “Oh my god.” Her eyes widen in recognition when she sees it. 

      “You mom gave this to me after I told your parents what you mean to me, Noel. I know I messed up, but I promise you that I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for it. What I texted you before you knew it was me was all true, and everything I’ve said since then has come from my heart. I love you, and you’re the one for me, if you’ll have me.” 

      “What about New York? What about—” 

      “My home is where you are, and that’s here in Troping, dollface.” I take her hand and bring it to my mouth so I can kiss her finger before I slide the ring on. “My heart belongs with yours, forever.” 

      “I love you too, Gabriel,” she says before she falls into my arms and our lips connect. 

      My body lights up from the inside out, and the next thing I know, I’m spinning her in a circle while I kiss her like I’m starved. Maybe I am, after three miserable days without her, but doing all of this made me realize just how deeply my feelings for Noel are. Some people might say it’s crazy to propose so quickly, but life is short, and I’m not wasting another second without her by my side. 

      “That looks like a yes to me,” someone says from behind us, and I hear people cheering and clapping. 

      Music begins to play, and a crowd descends on the new gazebo and playground. “What is going on?” Noel asks as she looks around. 

      “I planned a dedication ceremony after you said yes,” I say, and she smiles up at me. 

      “What if I had said no?” She’s teasing me now, and I shake my head. 

      “No way was I going to let that happen, dollface.” 

      I still haven’t put her on her feet because it’s been too long since she was in my arms, and I’m not about to let her go. Everyone who helped put this together comes outside, and Mayor North begins to make a speech as the rest of Troping gathers around. 

      When Noel’s parents come over, they hug her, and then North talks about the dedication of the new park and gazebo. I don’t listen to half of what he’s saying because I’m too busy looking at the most beautiful woman in the world. 

      Noel’s dad shakes my hand, and her mom gives me a kiss on the cheek. I was surprised at how welcoming and supportive they were, but I think once they knew I planned to keep her here, they just wanted their daughter to be happy. 

      It’s a long time later after everyone has congratulated us that I’m able to sneak Noel away from the crowd. 

      “Where are we going?” she asks in a giggle as I pull her down the street and toward the inn. 

      “We’ve got more talking to do, but this time I want to do it with your clothes off,” I say as I throw her over my shoulder and march to my room.
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      “Gabriel!” I laugh as he carries me away. The man makes me feel as tiny as a doll, but I suppose that’s why he calls me dollface. Now soon he’ll get to call me his wife. “Everyone is going to know what we’re doing.” 

      “Don’t care what anyone thinks. We’re going to finish what we started the other night.”

      “If I recall, you’re the one that pulled back,” I remind him tartly. 

      It all makes sense now, but that night, I was so confused. He went from burning hot to freezing cold, and I thought I’d done something wrong. Things got out of control, but it seems like they always do with us. When we touch, it’s like being connected to a piece of me that I didn’t know was missing. It’s a deep undeniable connection that I want to hold on to forever. 

      “I’m never pulling out. I can promise you that.”

      “Gabriel!” I smack his ass as he keeps on walking with me draped over his shoulder, and I’m glad my hair is covering my face. My wild curls bounce with every step, and I’m sure my face is as red as my hair. Honestly, though, I don’t care. Let them all see. I’m not the first girl or even the second girl this Christmas to be stolen away in Troping. 

      “Careful, dollface. I’ll return the favor.” His hand comes down on my ass, making me gasp. The sensation shoots straight between my legs, and I bite my lip so that I don’t moan. How far are we from the hotel? “See, I knew you’d enjoy being spanked.” He smacks my ass again. “Stop wiggling or I’ll take you against the wall,” he grits out, and I know he’s barely hanging on to control. 

      “Liar.” I stop wiggling around because I didn’t know I was doing it. 

      The ground turns to carpet, and I know we’ve entered the inn where Gabriel’s been staying. For the past three days, I’ve been avoiding this place and pretty much the whole town. I knew from Gabriel’s texts he wasn’t going anywhere and it would only be a matter of time before I had no choice but to face him. I think to some degree, I wanted to see how much he truly cared and to prove to me that what we have is real. 

      “You’re right. I’d never let anyone see you that way.” The sound of a door clicking open has my nipples hardening in anticipation. This is really happening. I’m about to have sex. Not only that, but with a man I’m engaged to. 

      Gabriel tosses me onto a soft bed, and before I have a chance to catch my bearings, he’s on me, pinning me beneath him and claiming my mouth in a deep kiss. How could I miss this so much when I only ever had it once before? The weight of his body is perfect against mine as he presses me into the mattress. 

      “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he groans against my mouth as every inch of me lights up with need. 

      “I missed you too,” I admit. Gabriel set my body on fire, and all it took was one night to make me addicted. 

      “It’s been hell.” He pulls at my clothes. “Not talking to you, not touching you. Not returning my texts,” he grumbles, sounding desperate as he moves faster to strip me of my clothes. It makes me feel sexy that he wants me so badly and also that he’s mad at himself and mad at my clothes. 

      “What am I going to wear out of here?” A small laugh bubbles out of me. “You ripped it.” I put my hand over my mouth, trying not to laugh as Gabriel holds my torn panties in his hand. 

      “You have a thing for bear shifters. They’re always ripping clothes.” He tosses my panties away as he gets up and removes what he’s wearing. I lick my lip when I see his cock and the tip is wet with precum. Gabriel’s hungry gaze eats me up as he strokes himself a few times. “Spread your thighs, dollface.” I’ve never been more turned on in my life. 

      “This is you, right?” 

      “Who the hell else would it be?” He comes back down over me, and his hand brushes some of my curls away from my face. 

      “You just know all my dirty kinks,” I whisper, suddenly feeling shy. 

      “This is me, dollface.” He uses his knees to spread my thighs wider before settling in between my legs. “Fuck you’re soaked,” he grits out, his cock slipping through my folds. My body has been craving him for days, and then I had to wait through the party. I wanted to be there, but I also wanted to be alone with Gabriel. “All those books did was get me hard thinking about all the dirty shit my sweet, virgin librarian is into.” 

      “What are you into?” I lift my hips, and his cock slides down farther to nudge against my opening. 

      “You. Only you,” he groans, thrusting forward an inch. I slide my tongue across his bottom lip, tempting him to push into me. “I want to eat you first.” I watch Gabriel have an inner battle with himself. 

      When I sink my teeth into his bottom lip, his hips buck forward, and his cock thrusts all the way in. A sharp pain shoots through me, but it’s gone as quickly as it was there. 

      Gabriel gasps, and I get lost in watching his control dissolve. 

      “Fuck me,” Gabriel grits out before groaning my name. Warmth blooms deep inside of me, and I feel his cock jerk. He keeps me pinned under him as it pumps, but he doesn’t move. 

      “Oh god,” I gasp. “Did you just…ah…”

      “Yeah.” He pulls out and thrusts back in. “Couldn’t stop it.” 

      “Oh god,” I moan as I feel the weight of his release in me. 

      “You drive me insane.” He starts to move faster as he holds me to the bed. 

      “That’s so hot,” I breathe, wrapping my legs around him.

      “You like that, dollface? That you get me so worked up?” His neck strains as he thrusts over and over, and I lift my hips to meet him. 

      I’m so full and needy as I squeeze around him. I love being filled and connected in a way that is achy and primal. 

      “Yes,” I moan when he takes me deeper and his teeth find my neck. 

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispers when he looks at me, and our eyes lock.

      “Gabriel. I’m so close,” I beg as I squeeze around him. “Please.” 

      “You know I love that word,” he says, bending down to suck one of my nipples. “I’ve got you, dollface.” At the same time, his hand slips between us, and he begins to rub my clit. 

      I’m so far gone that it only takes him a few quick strokes before my orgasm hits. I cry out his name as the heat washes over me and I cling to his heavy body.

      “I’ve always got you,” he vows as he keeps thrusting and pushing me toward another orgasm. “We’re only getting started, Noel.” He kisses me sweetly before thrusting hard. “And I’m never letting you go.”
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        One month later… 

      

      

      “I’m nervous.” Noel wipes her palms on her dress, and I take them from her lap so I can hold on to her. 

      “We don't have to do this right now if you’re not ready,” I say for probably the tenth time. 

      “No!” she’s quick to say and then laughs nervously. “No, it’s okay. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 

      As soon as I made Noel mine, I practically carried her down the aisle as fast as I could. We were married in the gazebo on Christmas surrounded by her loved ones. I decided not to tell Dad and Kate until after they were back from their holiday vacation. As much as I love them, I knew that the first time Noel met her birth mother needed to be a separate occasion. After answering a lot of questions from the both of them, they understood and were thrilled for us. 

      It was heartwarming to hear Kate’s tears of joy and how grateful she was that not only had I found her but I’d also fallen in love with Noel. She and Noel have exchanged messages and phone calls, and even Kate and Noel’s adoptive mom have formed a bond since this all happened. 

      Since the wedding, Noel and I have been remodeling a mountain cabin we bought in Troping, and I’ve been working on moving what business I want to keep with me and closing down the rest. I realized right away what was most important, and that was Noel. Giving up my life in the city was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. Maybe even easier than falling in love with her, and that was like breathing. 

      “I think that’s them,” Noel’s mom says as she looks out the front door. “It’s time.” She gives Noel a big smile and holds out her hand for her to come join her in welcoming Kate and my dad to Troping. 

      I’m right there at Noel’s back with my hand on her hip as her dad opens the front door and we walk onto the porch. Kate is out of the car before my dad even comes to a complete stop, and when she sees us standing there, she bursts into tears. 

      What surprises me is the first ones to go to each other are Noel’s mom and Kate. They embrace like long-lost friends, and the two of them whisper things that we can’t hear. I don’t know what they say, but I can imagine there’s a lot of gratitude between them. 

      Noel leans against me, and I wrap my arm around her as we watch them. After a long moment, they part and face my wife. Noel steps forward cautiously, and Kate’s chin trembles as she steps closer. 

      “It’s nice to see you again,” she says softly, and a heartbeat passes before Noel falls into Kate’s arms.

      “Thank you,” Noel says as she leans back and looks at Kate. “Thank you for giving me my family—and Gabriel.” 

      “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but it was the right decision. Seeing you here and how loved you are is more than I could have dreamed of giving you. For a long time, I regretted it, but I don’t anymore. I know that your life is filled with love because of them.“I’m just happy that I get to be a part of your life” 

      “Let’s go inside,” I say as I place a hand on the small of Noel’s back. 

      She nods at me and leans into my touch. I can see the relief in her eyes that the initial fear is over and there’s comfort in the breath she takes. 

      “You okay?” I ask her quietly, and she goes up on her toes. I have to bend down to meet her lips, but she gives me a quick kiss and nods. 

      “I love you,” she says in answer, and I kiss her again. 

      “I love you too.” 

      We spend the day eating together and then showing my dad and Kate the town of Troping. They see our cabin and the work we’ve done to it, and Kate is especially excited when she sees where we plan on having the nursery. 

      At one point, my dad said that they’ve been looking into property near Troping so that they can be closer to us when we decide to have a family. Noel and I laughed that it would be happening much sooner than they might think. Especially if I have anything to say about it. 

      That night, Noel and I lie in bed holding each other, and I kiss along her bare shoulder. “Are you happy?” I ask, and she looks at me with a curious expression. 

      “Of course I am.” She touches my cheek tenderly as she watches me kiss my way down her chest. “I’m pretty sure I’m the happiest person in the whole world right now. I’ve got a family who loves me, friends that are more like sisters, and a husband who can’t keep his hands off me.” 

      “Why would I want to keep my hands off of you?” I tease, squeezing her hips. She wiggles and rolls onto her back as I move on top of her. 

      “Are you happy?” she asks as I use my knee to push her legs open so that my bare cock can rub at her entrance. 

      “Mmm-hmm,” I grunt when I feel her wet desire coat the tip. “I’ll be happier once you’re on my dick.” 

      “Always with the dirty talk,” she says and then moans when I begin to sink into her. 

      “You love it.” 

      “Yes.” She closes her eyes and rocks her hips to take more of me. 

      “It’s a good thing I’m your favorite trope.” Her eyes open, and she gives me a dirty smirk. 

      “You knew I had a thing for long lost family before you married me.” 

      “Don’t forget insta-love,” I say as I bury my face in her neck and thrust all the way inside. We both moan together as I stay like that for a long moment, letting her get used to my size. “And you know how I feel about breeding.” 

      She clenches around me as her nails score my back. “And dirty talk.” 

      “Oh yes, always dirty talk.” I pin her hips to the bed, leaning back to look down at her. “Now let me fuck that pretty little cunt. My cock is full of baby batter.” 

      “Yes, Daddy,” she says, and my eyes widen in delight. 

      “Good girl.” 
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        Ten years later…

      

      

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 

      I clench my fists as I watch her bend over and her round ass goes in the air. We’re at Santa’s Village, for Christ's sake, and I know I’m not the only one watching her. Noel is bent down talking to the little kids in line, and I’m scanning the crowd to make sure nobody is checking out my wife’s ass. Sure enough, there’s a group of guys that pass by, and one of them almost stumbles as he tries to get a better look. When I step in his line of sight, he mutters some kind of apology and hurries in the opposite direction. 

      Troping has the gazebo all set up for Christmas treats, and this year they’ve even done ice skating. It’s Christmas Eve, and the place is packed, so there is no shortage of eyes on my wife. 

      “It’s time to go,” I say quickly when she stands up. 

      “But we just got here.” She looks around and waves at another person that comes to the library regularly. 

      “Here, put on my coat.” I start to take it off, and she rolls her eyes. 

      “Gabriel, my dress is fine.” She brushes her hands down the front of her Mrs. Claus outfit, but she looks more like Mrs. Claus’s slutty niece. “It’s festive.” 

      “I knew there was a reason you wanted to meet me here.” I move in closer and stare down at her mound of cleavage. “You knew there was no way I was letting you out of the house in this.” 

      “Oh, you would have,” she challenges and puts her chin in the air. “But you would have fucked me in it first.” 

      My eyes widen, and my mouth falls open as she turns and walks away from me. This woman is trying to drive me to the edge of insanity. And damn her, she knows it’s working. 

      I’ve been trying to be good for weeks. The doctor gave us the green light after she healed from giving birth to our last baby, but this final pregnancy was hard on her. She was on bed rest for most of it, and our daughter was born six weeks early. Noel had a lot of complications, and I didn’t want to rush anything. 

      This morning, she walked in on me jerking off in the shower, and I stopped right away and told her it wasn’t a big deal. I didn’t want her to think she wasn’t taking care of me when she’s already got enough to worry about. So what if I have to rub one out if it means she gets to rest and heal? I’m not ever going anywhere. 

      But today when it was time to go to Santa’s Village with the family, she told me she had some last-minute shopping to do and she would meet me at the gazebo. When I walked up and saw what she had on, I knew exactly why this was her plan. 

      “Careful, dollface, you’re playing with fire.” 

      “Am I?” she teases as she goes over to the hot cocoa station and takes a candy cane. 

      I watch as she unwraps it and then slides the end slowly past her full lips. “Noel.” I say it like a curse as I glance around and make sure no one is watching. My parents are with the older kids in the ice rink, and Noel’s mom and dad are with the baby back at home.

      “Gabriel?” She licks the end of it and cocks her head to the side innocently. 

      “Hey, Mrs. Claus, I’ve been good all year!” some young guy calls out as he walks past us, and I start to lunge after him. 

      “Whoa!” Noel takes my arm as the guy runs off, and I glare at her. “He was just being nice,” she says, and I see the edge of her lips turn up in a smirk. “Calm down, grouchy pants.” 

      My eyes drift down to her skirt, and suddenly I feel hot on the back of my neck. “Are you wearing panties, Noel?” 

      She pretends to think it over and taps the candy cane between her lips. “Hmmm, let me think.” 

      “I know what you’re doing.” I bend down and point a finger at her. “And it’s not going to work.” 

      “Are you sure about that?” Then to my shock, my sweet innocent wife leans forward and puts her lips around the end of my finger. 

      Desire, anger, hunger, rage, and need like I’ve ever felt hit me all at once. Black spots appear in the corners of my eyes, and all my control snaps. 

      I jerk my hand back and take her by the upper arm. “Okay, dollface. You wanna do this, we’ll fucking do this.” 

      I swear her smirk grows into a full-blown smile as I march her away from the crowd and into the back of the library. When I get to the door, I aggressively punch her security code into the keypad, and the door unlocks. With my heavy boot, I kick it closed behind us, and when I hear the automatic lock engage, I turn Noel to face me. 

      “Five,” I say as I reach for the buttons on my shirt. 

      “What are you doing?” Her breathing has sped up as she takes a step back. 

      “Four.” My shirt is open, and now I reach for the belt. 

      “Gabriel, it was just a joke.” She softens and holds her hands up. 

      “Three.” 

      “I’m sorry, it was just a little teasing fun. Don’t be mad.” She backs up another step, and her smile falls. 

      “Two.” I drop my belt on the ground, and it echoes through the empty building. 

      “Shit!” she squeals as she turns and takes off running. I give her about a half a second head start before I go after her. 

      “One!” I shout and dart through the rows of books. “Gotcha.” I snag her around the waist, and this time she screams from excitement. “Go ahead and beg for it, dollface. This is what you wanted.” 

      Pinning her back against the bookshelf, I see we’re in the romance section. How fitting. I lift her up, and her legs automatically go around my waist as I reach between us and unzip my jeans. 

      “Gabriel,” she whines, rocking against me, and I can see the desperate need in her eyes. 

      “Are you wet enough?” My hand goes under her skirt, and I growl when I feel her bare pussy with nothing covering it. “You’ll pay for this.” 

      “Don’t stop.” She rubs against my hand, and she’s fucking soaked. It’s on her thighs, and she’s greedy as she rolls her hips. 

      “Tell me if it hurts,” I say in a quiet voice as I swipe my cock through her wet folds. 

      She nods, and just as I enter her, she slams down on my dick. We both groan at the instant connection that has always been so fucking perfect. I hold myself inside her so she can adjust, but she’s already squeezing me and trying to move up and down. I’ve got her hips pinned tight to the books as I take my time and just feel her warm, wet heat around me. Fuck, I’ve missed this. 

      “Please, Gabriel,” she begs, and it’s my undoing. 

      I start to pump gently, but it’s too good, and instinct takes over. I’m thrusting hard, and she’s taking every inch as I pull down the front of her dress and suck on her tits. She’s wet here too, and I drink some of her sweet milk as I start to cum. It’s been too long, and being inside her perfect cunt takes it from me. 

      “Right there,” she cries out, arching her back and squeezing around me. 

      Her climax is long and wet as I pump into her and she goes limp in my arms. Long after I’ve gotten the last drop out of my cock, I still keep myself buried deep. I’ve longed for this connection with her, and now that I’ve got it back, I’m in no hurry to separate us. 

      “Open your eyes,” I order as I take her chin in my hands. When she looks at me, I see her peaceful expression along with so much love. “I’m nowhere close to finished.” 

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” she says and wiggles on my cock. 
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      Carol makes dresses for a living, and the night before a big wedding she meets the man of her dreams. One passionate evening changes her life... Only it turns out the man of her dreams isn't who he claimed to be. Off to Troping she runs with a secret she isn't ready to share. 

      Colden had the greatest night of his life with a woman he knew was the one. But when he comes back and finds his bed empty, his world falls apart. For months he's been searching for her, and now he's finally found her. 

      Warning: Secrets can't keep in Troping, especially with a hero determined to find the love that ran away. Mistaken identity? Secret baby? We've got the best of both worlds in this quick holiday love story! 
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      “You room or mine?” Colden asks as we enter the hotel elevator. I can barely think straight with his mouth and hands on me. “Babe,” he says as he lifts his mouth from mine. 

      Every time he calls me babe, honey, or even sweetheart, I melt. I don’t know what spell this man has over me, but I’m all in.

      “Yours,” I respond, thinking that might be the safer thing to do. 

      At least this way, I have an escape back to my room, but at the rate things are going, I don’t think I’ll be trying to escape anything. From the moment I bumped into Colden in the hotel lobby, sparks flew. I didn’t think love at first sight was real, but I’m second-guessing that now. 

      We spent the whole afternoon together and then had dinner. Afterwards, he showed me around the city—by chance, he was in town for an event too. We have both danced around the fact that this might not be more than one night of passion. I know I have been vague because I don’t want to be a stage-five clinger after knowing the man for only a few hours, but here I am headed up to his hotel room. We both know what is about to happen, and this is not something I do. Ever. It’s so out of character for me, but I’m finding that it’s part of the excitement. 

      Hell, I hardly come to the city to begin with. I live in a small town that I adore, where I own a small boutique that focuses more on dresses than anything. Over time, word has spread of some of my designs, and some offers I couldn't turn down had me popping into the city more often. Which is why I’m here this weekend. 

      The bride I made a dress for is getting married tomorrow, and while we’ve done her fitting and everything was perfect a few months ago, she wanted to be sure the dress was just right, so I’m here to help her put it on and make sure it fits flawlessly. Not that I can blame her for the request after the money she forked out for me to create it.

      It doesn’t take long before Colden is pulling me into his fancy hotel suite. I could tell from his suit and the Rolex on his wrist that the man had money, even though he never brought it up or was openly braggy about it. He simply said he was an investor. I’m not sure what that really is, but clearly it pays well. This is somehow becoming more real by the second because I’m in his suite, and we’re pulling at each other's clothes.

      “I should probably tell you that this isn’t something I normally do.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I know they sound made up. I’m sure everyone says that. 

      “I’m shocked that my small-town girl doesn’t come to the city to have flings.” 

      “You hush,” I tease him back. I didn’t tell him where I was from, just that I was in the city for work and lived in a small town. When I told him the city could be a bit overwhelming, that’s when he offered to be my guide for the day. 

      “This isn’t something I do either.”

      I pause, my fingers on the buttons of his shirt. I have to drop my head all the way back to stare up into his cool blue eyes. “Is that a way to get me into bed?” I ask, and he shakes his head. 

      “Why do I need to make that up, Caroline? You’re already here.” He lifts me then carries me toward the bedroom before laying me down on the bed. 

      “It’s more than that, Colden. I’ve never done this at all.” I decide to lay it out there because I don’t want him to be surprised. 

      “That makes two of us.” I blink a few times, trying to process what he’s saying. I’m sure I misheard him. 

      “Now I know you’re messing with me.” I start to sit up because I don’t find this funny, but he stops me. 

      “You don’t have to believe me, but it’s true. I can be a bit old-fashioned.” 

      “As in waiting for your wedding day?” I question skeptically. I don’t think I’m old-fashioned; I just live in a small town and know everyone, which can make dating weird. Who wants to be running into not only their exes but also their lover's ex as well? That’s a big no for me. 

      “Waiting for the woman I’d marry,” he says, and my breath catches. Whoa. Did he really say that? Here I was worried about me being a clinger.

      “Colden?” From the expression on his face, I want to believe him, but I’m a bit naïve about all this. But as he said, why does he need to smooth lines right now? I’m already half naked in his hotel bed.

      “We’ll talk about that later. The last thing I want right now is to send you running from here freaked out. I might be new at this, but when I put my mind to something, I get the job done.”

      A small laugh leaves me. “And what job is that right now?” 

      “Getting you naked and making you cum.” 

      He’s not joking. In seconds, he has me stripped down to nothing and spread out across the bed, and I watch as he removes his own clothes. A small gasp leaves me when I see the size of his cock. The man really is big all over. 

      He makes me feel small compared to him. Part of why I decided to open my shop was because I wanted to cater to women of all shapes and sizes. I’ve always been on the curvy side, and it could be hard to find cute dresses, so I started to make them myself. However, with Colden looming over me, I’m like a delicate doll in comparison. 

      “I’m nervous,” I admit. I’m not sure if it’s because of the sex or the fact that this man is so easily working his way into my heart. Hell, maybe my soul. 

      He spreads my thighs and then turns serious. “You can say stop at any time, but right now, I’m going to eat your pussy.” My face flushes at the blunt words that no one has ever said to me before. I love them. “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful than you spread out. I have to taste you.” 

      He buries his face between my legs, and his tongue is magic. Slowly he starts to work his thick fingers inside me as he pushes me over the edge into an orgasm. I cry out his name, but he doesn’t stop there. Colden’s mouth is relentless as he licks and sucks until I’m cumming again. My body begins to melt into the bed as pleasure simmers through me. 

      “Colden!” I cry out when he keeps stroking my clit with his tongue, and now my legs are shaking at this point. 

      “Still nervous?” he asks when he lifts his head. 

      “No.” He got me off faster and better than I’ve ever been able to do myself. 

      He trails kisses up my body until he claims my mouth and I taste myself on his lips. “I’ll have to make this up to you,” he says, pressing the head of his cock inside of me. My sex contracts around it, wanting more of him inside of me. My body is begging to be filled and stretched by him, and I want this deep connection in every way possible. 

      “Make what—” I gasp before I can finish my question as he thrusts deep. A mixture of pain and pleasure blend together as my body gets what it wants. Colden stills over me, his cock lodged all the way inside. I feel warmth bloom as a deep groan rumbles from him. That’s when I realize what he meant by making it up to me. He came so fast. 

      That might disappoint some girls, but all it does is make me feel sexy. He could barely get inside me before he was going off, and it’s not like he didn’t just make me orgasm twice. 

      “I knew I was waiting for the right woman,” he says between kisses. Tears sting at my eyes, but I hold them back. I was starting to think I’d never find my person, and now here we are. Two strangers meeting at random, but was it random or was it fate? 

      Colden’s cock jerks inside of me and fully comes back to life. “Is this when you make it up to me?” I tease as I smile up at him. 

      “As many times as you’ll let me.” He pulls out and thrusts back in, living up to his words. 

      I get lost in how many times he takes me because his appetite is insatiable. All the pleasure morphs together, and I’m aware that I passed out a few times only to be woken by him making love to me again. 

      The next time I jerk awake, I see the sun streaming in from under the curtains that are pulled closed. I glance to the other side of the bed to see that it’s empty, but there is a note. What time is it? Crap. 

      My Sweet Caroline, 

      I know you mentioned you had work to handle today, but I also have an event I need to be at. Text me when you’re done. We’re far from over. 

      Xoxox

      Colden 

      He left his number scribbled at the bottom of the note, and I realize that I might be extending my trip. My plan was to get the bride into her dress and then check out. It sounds like Colden wants to meet back up later, and I’m not letting what could be love slip through my fingers. 

      I get dressed quickly and make it up to my room to get myself together before I head down to the bride’s suite. When I enter, I see a handful of bridesmaids all rushing around getting their makeup and hair done. 

      “Caroline!” The bride has a giant smile on her face as she jumps up when she sees me. It makes me wonder if that’s how I’ll be on my wedding day. Colden’s blue eyes and dark hair come to mind, along with that dimple in his left cheek. 

      For a bride, Milly isn’t stressed at all. I know she wants everything to go off without a hitch, but when I hear her talk about her soon-to-be husband, I know at the end of the day all that matters is that they are married.

      “Are you ready to put this dress on?” The wedding isn’t for a few hours, but there are a million pictures to be taken. 

      “So ready,” she says as I go over to the rack and help her into it. 

      “I think Milly here is the first bride I’ve ever known that the white dress holds true to,” one of her bridesmaids teases her, and Milly’s cheeks turn a bright pink. 

      “I wanted this to be special. There’s nothing wrong with saving yourself.”

      “I’m only teasing you,” her friend says. “It’s sweet, but I don’t know how you did it. Your husband is as handsome as they come.”

      “Watch it.” Milly playfully glares at her friend as I hook the last button on the dress and it fits as perfectly as I knew it would. My job here is done. 

      “I love it.” Milly spins around and gives me a hug. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how you’ve made this day even more perfect for me.” 

      “You’re welcome.” I smile, loving that I get to be a small part of her happiness. 

      “You can come to the wedding if you like,” Milly offers. 

      “Sorry, I have plans, but I would love to see some pictures at some point.”

      “Will do.” She kisses me on the cheek before I try to make my exit. All I can think about is texting Colden, but I’m stopped from walking out the double doors. 

      “Hold up. The groom is out there,” one of the bridesmaids at the door tells me. “We don’t want him getting a peek at her yet.” 

      “Tradition,” I say in understanding. 

      My curiosity gets the better of me, though, and I glance through the peephole. I’ve never met Milly’s almost husband, and I’d like to get a glimpse of her groom. 

      All the air leaves my lungs when I see him in a tux on the other side of the door. It’s the same man I spent the night before in bed with. I can even still smell him on me. Thank god Milly hadn't. What would I have said? 

      I stumble back away from the door as reality comes crashing down all around me. “You okay?” one of the girls asks. 

      “I just need to get going. Is there another exit?” 

      “Yeah,” she says and points to the other side of the room. “It’s the service hallway, but I’m sure if you’re in a rush you can use it.” 

      “Thanks,” I mutter before I turn and get the hell out of there. 

      Guilt eats me alive as I pack up my hotel room, needing to get out of here. Part of me wonders if I should tell the bride. I have no clue what the right thing to do is. I stare at the note Colden left me. He wanted to meet up again today? Was he going to slide me in between saying “I do” and the wedding reception? I shove the stupid note down into my purse. I should toss it out, but for some reason I can’t bring myself to do it. 

      Not only because it might be all I’ll ever have of him but also because after last night, I might have more of him than I know. Only time will tell. If that does end up being the case, I’ll have to use that number one day, but what are the odds? 

      Do people really lose their virginity and get pregnant on the same night? Nah. I’m not in Troping, where things like that happen all the time. This is the real world. Not the fairytale town I come from.
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      “Listen, I can’t watch you like this anymore.” 

      I stare out the window of my office and make no move to let my brother know I’ve heard him. 

      “Colden, enough is enough.” 

      My eye twitches, and I don’t know if it’s from stress, lack of sleep, or the simmering anger that is always just below the surface. Could be all of the above—okay, so it’s definitely all of the above, but my brother doesn’t need me to confirm it. 

      “Please, talk to me.” He sighs, and I can almost feel the frustration rolling off of him. “You know this isn’t easy for me either, right?” 

      “Then leave.” Those might be the first words I’ve spoken all day. Maybe even all week. It’s hard to keep track of time when you’re a walking zombie. 

      “Fuck.” Davie knocks over something, but he could destroy the place and I wouldn’t care. “She left, Colden.” 

      A flash of anger burns through me so fast that I can physically feel it singe my veins. I turn around to face my brother, grateful he’s here. I’ve been looking for a fight for far too long, and it’s time I take it out on someone. 

      My brother, who is the mirror image of me, looks clean-cut and put together. Me, on the other hand, I can’t remember the last time I slept. My twin takes a long look at me, and his shoulders sag. He’s right; this isn’t easy for him because when he sees me hurting, it hangs heavy on his heart. It’s always been that way with us. 

      A few months ago he was getting ready to marry the love of his life, and that very same day I was falling in love with a woman who was going to be mine. Until she disappeared on me without a trace. 

      The pain of her not being in the hotel room when I got back, or the emptiness of constantly checking my phone for a message or a missed call was awful. Caroline slipped through my fingers like a fever dream, and sometimes I wonder if I made it all up in my mind. Maybe she wasn’t real, and I imagined her perfection, her beauty, her love. 

      Then the memories of her come flooding back, and it’s like I’ve been hit in the chest with a sledgehammer. When I got back to the suite, I spent hours waiting as the scent of her in the room and on the sheets slowly disappeared. It was like she evaporated and I was left trying to grab on to smoke. 

      “Let me ask you something,” Davie says as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his cell phone. “She left after the two of you spent one night together. She took your note with your phone number on it and never came back to the room or contacted you. What if she truly doesn't want you?” 

      “I don’t believe that,” I say with everything in my soul. “Something happened. She wouldn’t run out on me like that. This was different, Davie. She’s the one, and I have to find her.” 

      He sighs as he puts his phone on my desk and pushes it slowly toward me. “Be careful what you wish for.” 

      “Davie?” My voice sounds like it’s far away as I move closer to the desk so I can see the screen. 

      “The private detective sent this an hour ago. He’s found her.” My mouth is dry, and my fingers feel numb as I reach out and grab his cell. “I just want to make sure you know what you’re doing, Colden. She broke your heart once already, and I don’t want to see you go through that again.” 

      His words fall flat on my ears as I scan the document until I see the address. The town is called Troping, and it’s just a few hours away. I knew she was from a small town, but it was like a needle in a haystack with only her first name to go on. 

      “She made Milly’s wedding dress,” he says, and my head snaps up. 

      “What?” 

      “She was there that day.” He shakes his head like he can’t believe it. “All this time and she was right there, which is why I’m worried about you chasing after her.” 

      “There’s nothing to worry about anymore,” I say, and for the first time in almost five months, I smile. “I’m going to get my girl.” 
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      I’ve spent the better part of a day looking over every inch of this town. Troping is covered in a white dusting of snow as people walk the streets and holiday music plays. It’s the most cheerful place I’ve ever been, and I can see why Caroline lives here. It smells like peppermint and hot chocolate, and every part of me aches to find her and hold her close. I want to snuggle her in the middle of town square beside the Christmas lights. Okay, maybe I’ve lost my mind, but that’s what happens when the love of your life skips town. 

      The girl in the bakery sent me to the dress shop on Main Street, but when I got there, it was closed. I ended up eating lunch at the diner so I could keep an eye on it. Afterwards I went back, but there’s still no sign of Caroline. 

      Frustrated, I decide to walk back to the inn and keep an eye out there. Most of the people in Troping seem to pass through at some point in the day. Either for the free cider, to look at the gingerbread houses on display, or to say hello to the locals. It’s probably my best bet on finding her besides standing in the street and screaming her name. Which is plan B. 

      I was close to doing it earlier, but the town deputy has kept a close eye on me. After the second time I went to the dress shop, I caught her glaring at me from inside her car. I don’t want to cause any trouble; all I want is to find my girl and make her fall in love with me. That shouldn’t be too hard. 

      When I walk into the inn, the receptionist gives me a friendly wave before she texts something on her phone. It feels like she’s watching me too as I go to the bar and take a seat. From this vantage point, I can see everyone that walks in or out of that door, and I don’t plan on moving until I see my Caroline. 

      A few minutes after I sit down, I see the deputy come in, followed closely by the person I think is the owner of the inn. There was a photo of him with a few of the staff in the lounge area. I stared at it for a long time, making sure Caroline wasn’t in it. 

      “More cider?” one of the staff says as she comes over and glances down at my empty cup. 

      “Yes please,” I say and then reach into my wallet and pull out a hundred-dollar bill. “And I’d like a little information too, if you’ve got some.”
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      “I’ve got cupcakes and sugar cookies,” Frostie sing-songs through my door, giving away the fact that she’s up to something. It’s not abnormal for her to bring me sweets, more so now that I’m pregnant and had a small scare last week. The suspicious part is that she was here two hours ago. My small dining room table is still filled with the last batch she dropped off. 

      This time it’s a hard knock on the door, and I know who it’s going to be before she utters a word. 

      “The police, open up!” Tins shouts. 

      “Don’t scare her; she'll go into labor,” Frostie snaps. 

      “She can’t go into labor, it's too soon.” 

      “You cheated off me in biology. You have no clue about anything,” Frostie hisses back at Tinsel. 

      “Yeah, I cheated off you and still got a C, so you don’t know shit either.” 

      “I’m coming, you dork balls. Stop bickering.” I turn off my alarm and open the door to my tiny cottage that’s close to downtown. Tins’s patrol car sits out front, and I shake my head. 

      My place is close enough that I can walk to the dress shop. I moved here a month ago, knowing the little apartment I had over the dress shop wouldn’t be enough space for me and a baby. It was barely enough room for me because I filled the space with fabric. I swear every day I get more and more orders, and I can’t keep up. I had to put a hold on orders for the time being, but I’m glad that my new place has two bedrooms.

      The second I see the two of them, Tinsel is walking right on in. “We need to talk.” She walks over to the dining table and inspects the desserts. I don’t think she gets her fill of Frostie’s treats as much as she once did now that she doesn't live over the bakery and has moved in with her fiancé. 

      “Is that a paperclip in your hair?” I ask her. She feels around for a second before pulling it out. “Desk sex,” she mutters and tosses it on the table. 

      “You don’t have cupcakes or cookies,” I point out to Frostie as she comes in behind Tinsel. I don’t know what I would do without these two. Since the moment I found out I was pregnant, they’ve been my support team. 

      They don’t even push about who the father might be, though I think they’ve already narrowed it down to not being someone who lives in our little town. That wasn’t a hard one to figure out, though. Hell, we’d all been shocked when those two little lines showed up. Tinsel and Frostie were because they didn’t know I’d been with anyone and me because what are the freaking odds?! I spent one night with the man, but apparently that’s all it took. 

      “I needed you to open the door.” Frostie shrugs shamelessly. “Sweets always do the trick.” 

      “Have you ever knocked and I didn’t answer?” I laugh. They are both being really weird. 

      “Sit down, Caroline. You should be taking it easy.” Frostie pulls out one of the chairs for me, and I wonder what the heck is going on. 

      “Wait, let me grab something.” I go back into the living room where I was sitting on the sofa with my drawing pad and watching a marathon of holiday movies. 

      My eyes linger on the scrap of paper sitting on the end table. I never keep it far from me even though I know the number by heart. The smell of Colden is long gone from it, but I know at some point I’ll have to use it. I almost used it a week ago when I had that small scare, but once I got to the hospital and they told me I was okay, I decided to hold off for a little longer. 

      The doctors didn’t put me on bed rest or anything, but I’m still taking it easy. I think I gave myself more of a scare than anything that day. I’d dreamed of Colden all through the night and when I woke up, I felt some funny cramping. Once I saw a few drops of blood, I panicked. I know it’s me working myself up, but I’m doing this alone, even if the girls say they’re going to be with me on this journey. At the end of the day, it will be me and this little boy all alone. Tins is starting her own love life, and I’m pretty sure something is up with Frostie. I’m just not sure what it is yet. 

      “Stop stalling,” Tinsel calls after me with a mouth full of cookie. I’m pretty sure she’s pregnant but hasn’t taken a test. 

      “I’m grabbing this.” I hold up the notepad. 

      “Is that my wedding dress?” Tins wipes the crumbs off her mouth with the back of her hand before she takes the pad from me. “You really are amazing.” A sparkle lights up her eyes. It’s a sweet reminder of why I do this. 

      “Plus, I’m good at my job,” I tease. 

      Tinsel gave me a few details of what she wanted in a dress, but I added some of my own touches that I knew she’d love. She can be a tomboy at times, but there’s still softness to her. I wanted to put all of that into her wedding dress, and I wanted it to be hers. Not only because it’s custom but because it represents her. 

      “It’s perfect, but you’re supposed to be relaxing.” 

      “Drawing is relaxing for me.” I sit down in the chair and put my hand on my small baby bump. “Are y’all going to tell me what’s going on, because I know something is up.” They glance at each other before Tinsel’s face grows serious. 

      “Time’s up, Caroline. We’re done doing this dance. Who is the baby daddy, and does he know?” That’s Tinsel's version of getting right to it. I’m impressed she lasted this long, honestly. 

      “I’m going to tell him. I just haven't done it yet. He’s not from here.” I know I have to call him at some point. I’ll tell him about the baby and give him an out. 

      “Why haven’t you told him?” Frostie asks, and her tone is softer. 

      “Because he’s married.” They both gasp. “I mean, he wasn’t when we did the deed,” I rush to say as panic rises inside of me. I don’t want them to think I’d do that knowing he belonged to another woman. “He was engaged, but I didn’t know that until after, and then the next day, it was just all…I, ah.” 

      “Slow down.” Tins grabs my arm. “Take a breath.” I suck in a deep breath, knowing she’s right. I can’t let myself get stressed or worked up. “Now start from the beginning.” 

      I give them a toned-down version of what happened, at least when it came to the sex part. They didn’t need to know how many times we went at it. They’re shocked enough that I’d taken a random man to a hotel and given up my virginity. 

      “He’s married now, and I’m about to blow up his life,” I mutter as my eyes fill with tears. “I swear when I saw him, I thought my soul had found my other half. I know it sounds crazy. Clearly I am because I was wrong, but there’s a woman out there I’m going to hurt too. If he tells her.” A very sweet woman whose wedding dress I made. 

      “If he tells her?” Tins lifts a brow. 

      “I don’t know what to do. I’m going to give him a choice. He can be a part of the baby's life or not. I’m not sure if I should tell the wife.” Tears start to stream down my face because I hate thinking about him being married and in love with some other woman. How could he love someone and do what he did? 

      “Are you sure it was him getting married?” Frostie asks skeptically. 

      “Of course.” They said the groom was on the other side of the door, and I looked through the peephole. When I saw Colden was there, I never jumped back so fast in my life.

      “Is this him?” Tins turns her phone toward me, and my eyes widen when I see his face on the screen. Not only that, I know where that picture was taken. 

      He’s here.
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      “Hello, how can I help you?” the lady at the front desk asks. 

      “Yes, I’m wondering if you can help me find someone.” 

      Last night, I tossed and turned, even though the room at the inn was perfect. It was knowing that Caroline was so close, yet I couldn’t find her. I asked the bartender last night, but they said they were new in town and couldn’t help me. Deciding I’d do better in the daytime, I woke up this morning and went straight to reception. 

      The lady there with the name tag Emily told me that she didn’t know anyone by that name or if the town of Troping had a dress shop. I’m generally good at reading people, and she was definitely lying. 

      It was time to pull out all the stops and find my woman. The investigator I hired could only give me a last known address, which is her business, but there’s got to be more of a paper trail than that. Realizing that town records are my best option, I marched down the street to City Hall. 

      “I’ll do my best. I’m afraid I moved here not too long ago so I’m not familiar with everyone yet.” She has a little name plate on her desk that reads Joy, and she seems like a nice enough person. I’m going to tread lightly so she doesn't shut me down like every other person in this town. 

      “You see, I’ve got a family friend I haven’t seen in years, but she’s not living at the address I have. I don’t have an updated number, but I thought maybe she would be listed on the register of deeds.” 

      “That should be easy enough. What’s the name?” 

      “That’s another thing,” I hedge while thinking fast. “My mother swears she got married, so she doesn’t know the last name. I know she worked at the dress shop downtown and—” 

      “Caroline?” Joy pipes up and I nod. She waves her hand away dismissively. “Oh, she’s not married.” She turns to her keyboard and clicks on a few things as my heart begins to race. “Okay, I knew it was close. Let me write this address down for you.” 

      Just as she’s about to hand me the piece of paper, the door behind her swings open abruptly. “What’s going on?” 

      The man that walks out of the mayor’s office is almost as tall as me and just as wide. He’s a big son of a bitch, and the way he’s scowling between Joy and me makes me think that he doesn’t like how close I am to her desk. 

      “Just looking up an old friend,” I say and keep my pleasant smile in place so I can get the damn piece of paper and leave. 

      The mayor looks me up and down as he comes closer. “I don’t believe I know you.” His eyes narrow a little, and I think my time might be running out. 

      “It’s fine, North, he’s—” 

      Before she can finish her sentence, I snatch the paper out of her fingers and start backing up. “Thanks so much for the help. Have a great afternoon.” 

      They both start to say something, but I’m already out the door and to my car that’s parked out front. The sheriff is usually parked close by, but thankfully, I don’t see her and make a quick getaway. Once I’m a few blocks away, I check the address and make a turn in that direction. 

      My heart is hammering against my ribs as I make another turn down a tree-lined street. In the distance, I spot the sheriff’s car and scowl. How is she always popping up? Pulling over, I check my watch and decide to wait it out. She’s clearly parked in Caroline’s driveway, and I don’t need an audience for what I’m about to do. 

      Time ticks by at a snail's pace, and finally, I see the front door open. The sheriff and another woman exit Caroline’s house, and I think it’s the woman from the bakery. Is the whole town against me? 

      I can’t get a glimpse of my girl because I’m parked too far away. All I see is her hand waving, but even that small amount of skin has me hard. Fuck, I’m so close. 

      Years go by before the sheriff finally pulls out of the driveway and goes in the opposite direction. Thank god, because I have a feeling if she had seen me, she would have taken me to jail. Something about the way she scowls at me makes me think she’s always ready to arrest someone. 

      Once I see them turn at the end of the road, I drive the rest of the way to Caroline’s house and park my car. What I want to do is run up the steps and kick in the door, but I don’t want to scare her either. I need to take things slowly and explain why I’m here. 

      My hand is shaking as I form it into a fist and gently knock on the door. I can hardly think straight as the sound of her feet coming closer fills my ears. 

      “Did y’all forget somethin—” 

      For a brief moment her eyes widen, and it’s not shock but relief when she sees me standing there. It’s only for half a second right after she stops talking, then it turns into a glare. 

      “What are you doing here?” 

      I should be gentle and soft as I explain how I found her. I should softly take her in my arms and whisper how much I’ve missed her. But I don’t do any of that. In fact, I do the exact fucking opposite. 

      “You thought you could run from me?” I take a looming step into her house, and she backs up as I slam the door closed behind me. “You thought there was a place on this earth you could hide?” 

      Her breathing is heavy as her mouth opens but no words come out. I shake my head as I move closer until her back hits the wall. 

      “The night you got in my bed was the night you sealed your fate.” My arms move fast and then they’re around her and lifting her off the ground. “Now this is right where you belong.” 

      My mouth comes down on hers in a hard kiss, and there’s a moment of hesitation from her. I hear the whimper in her throat as her lips part and my tongue sweeps inside to taste her. My hold on her is possessive, and I hitch up her knees so she puts her legs around my waist. I grind my throbbing length against her core and ache for relief inside her pussy. 

      “Mine,” I say before I bite her bottom lip and then kiss my way down her neck. She gasps when I graze my teeth over the tender skin, and it’s like a drug shot straight into my veins. “All fucking mine.”
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      My body melts into his, and still I can’t believe he’s here. My heart flutters with excitement, but at the same time, tears roll down my cheeks. Colden pulls back, and I watch his eyebrows furrow. 

      “Sweetheart.” His voice rumbles across my skin, but he doesn’t loosen his hold on my hair or his tight embrace. How can someone's eyes be filled with both compassion and anger? “Don’t kiss me like you’re sad to see me.” 

      Slowly he begins to run his fingers through my hair, and I want to lean into his touch. I know I’ve missed him, but seeing him in the flesh makes it ten times worse. I was sure in my mind I made Colden out to be more handsome than he really was. Yet here he stands in all his handsome glory, taking my breath away. 

      “Why are you here?” He must have found out that I’m pregnant. How did he pull that off unless he got some sly information from his wife? Which is messed up on so many levels. 

      “Why am I here?” he repeats, and when I step back, he matches it until I’m pinned to the kitchen counter. “You left me without a trace.” 

      “It was a one-night stand,” I blurt out, and his nose flares. I can tell he’s trying to keep his anger in check, but it’s so close to the surface. Why does that turn me on? Stop it, Caroline. He’s a married man! He’s not mine and I shouldn't want him. 

      “You and I both know that was not a one-night stand. You got my note. It was gone, so I know you saw it.” 

      “I did,” I admit. “And I was going to call you.” 

      “You were going to call me?” he repeats, but there is an accusatory tone in his voice. 

      “What are you, a parrot? Why are you repeating what I say?” I huff. I’m the one that gets to be angry here. “You can’t barge into my home. In fact, I think you should leave.” I point toward the door. “I’ll call the sheriff.” Tinsel can’t be far; she only left a few minutes ago. 

      “What’s she gonna do? Shoot me with a nerf gun? Does this town even have jail cells?” 

      “I think?” It might be a break room with vending machines, but Colden doesn’t need to know that. 

      He places his hands on either side of the counter, caging me in. “What am I going to do with you, Caroline?” 

      What the hell does that mean? I lift my hand to smack him, but he easily catches me by the wrist. 

      “You’ll hurt your hand,” he says right before he has the audacity to kiss the center of my palm. 

      Instead of smacking him, I do the next best thing I can think of. I try to knee him in the balls, but once again he’s too quick. Of course he is. You have to be one smooth operator to be hooking up with some random woman the night before your wedding then plan to hook up with her again after it’s over. 

      “What you’re going to do with me is leave me alone.” I raise my chin, trying to be strong. I don’t want him to know how much he affects me. If he knew, I’d be done for. 

      “You’ve been left alone for months, sweetheart. Time’s up.” 

      “Time’s up?” 

      “Now who's repeating whom?” I glare at him. “I wasn’t done with you.” 

      “Oh, you needed another couple of fucks?”

      Colden releases his hold on my wrist and scowls. “We might have done our share of fucking, but I made love to you the first time. We both know it.” His voice softens, and my eyes start to water again. I drop my head as tears begin to stream down my face. He did make love to me, and I dream of that night so often. It was magical, but now the memory is awful. 

      “I can’t do this right now,” I whisper. Colden’s hand comes to my chin to make me look back up at him. 

      “Tell me you didn’t feel it between us and I’ll walk out that door, and you’ll never see me again.” I open my mouth to say exactly that, but he doesn’t give me a chance. “That’s a lie. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to get you to see that you’re meant to be mine.” 

      “How can you say that?” I shout. I’m so mad at him even though he’s the reason I have this baby in my belly. Plus, he says the sweetest stuff, and I don’t understand any of it. I must have pregnancy brain, along with a giant dose of hormones. 

      “How can I not say that? You can call me crazy all you want, but I knew the second I saw you that you’d be mine. All that bullshit about love at first sight isn’t bullshit after all.” He mutters the last part. “I was done for, Caroline. A single glance, and I knew you would be my whole world.” 

      “But then you left,” I remind him. It would have been one thing if he had a change of heart and called his wedding off. It would have been terrible, but people can’t help who they fall in love with. But that’s not what happened. He walked out and went on to marry her. 

      “I was coming back. I had no choice. I had to go.” 

      “You had no choice,” I scoff. I try to push on his chest, needing to get away from him. The smell of him alone is reminding my body of that night we shared. Desire is pooling inside of me, and it’s messed up because he’s married. “I’m not going to be your mistress. Now move,” I say more forcefully. 

      He actually stumbles back a step, and I slip out from between him and the counter to try and make my escape. Where the hell am I going? It’s my own house, a small one at that, but I need to breathe for a second. 

      A second later, he follows me into the living room. “You think I’m married?” He holds up his hand that’s bare of a ring. 

      “Not having a ring on your finger proves nothing.” 

      “If you were my wife, that ring would never leave my finger, nor would mine leave yours.” His tone leaves no room for disagreement. 

      “You’re a crazy person, you know that?” 

      “If I’m crazy, you made me that way. I’ve been going insane since you left. My whole office hates me. No one can bear to be around me because I’ve turned into an insane zombie.” 

      “Maybe you're just an asshole.” I smirk. 

      “Don’t push it. I’m on edge, and I’m itching to take it out on that lush ass of yours.” 

      “Are you saying I’m fat?” I hiss. 

      “I’m not going to lie, sweetheart. I remember every inch of you. Right now, you look fuller, and I’m not complaining about it one bit.” He licks his lips like he’s thinking about getting his hands and mouth on me. 

      “That’s because I’m pregnant, you asshole.” I say it to be mean, but the jerk freaking smiles. A full-on giant smile that stretches wide and proud. “Maybe it’s not yours,” I try again, because I want to make him mad, and it’s not working. 

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s mine now.” 

      My mouth falls open, and it’s a moment before I can speak again. “You really are crazy. It’s probably why your wife divorced you already.” 

      Now he’s the one that stares at me as if I’ve lost my mind.
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      “Wife?” I’m sure I didn’t hear her correctly. 

      “Yeah, wife. What do you think, I’m stupid? I was there, Colden.” Her voice cracks when she says my name, and I take a step closer. “I was the one that made the dress for your wife on her wedding day. I saw you outside her bridal suite, don’t try and deny it.” 

      “Caroline, that was—” 

      “Don’t lie to me. Look, I don’t care how you found me, but I want you to leave. The baby and I can take care of ourselves.” 

      “Like hell you can—” 

      “I could never be with someone who would do that to a woman.” She keeps cutting me off, and I can’t get a word in edgewise. “I could never do that to another woman, no matter what I felt for you.” 

      “Caroline,” I bark, but she starts to interrupt me again and I’ve had enough of this nonsense. “Fine, we’ll do it my way.” 

      “What—” She squeals as I scoop her up in my arms and carry her through the small sitting room and down the hall to the back of the house. “Put me down, you big brute!” 

      “Brute? Who even uses that word.” I shake my head as I walk into her bedroom and ignore her slapping my chest. “Stop it or you’ll stress out the baby.” She goes instantly limp in my arms like she didn’t think about that before now. “Much better, now I want you to sit here and listen to me, all right?” 

      “I don’t want to hear anything you’ve got to say.” She sighs as I place her on the end of the bed and step back to take my shoes off. ‘What are you doing?” She eyes me skeptically as I toe off one and then the other. 

      “You listen better when we’re naked.” My hands go to my belt, and she holds her hands up. 

      “No! I won’t have sex with a married man, even if I’m carrying his baby.” 

      Bending down, I take her chin gently but firmly in my hand and look straight into her eyes. “I’m not married. I wasn’t engaged when I met you, and I didn’t get married after we met. I know you think you saw me, but right now I need you to shut that beautiful mouth of yours and take your fucking clothes off.” 

      “You didn’t?” She looks right back at me, and for the first time I see hesitation there. “But I looked out the peephole.” 

      “That wasn’t me, sweetheart. I’d never do that to a woman I cared about. Now take your clothes off.” 

      I drop my belt to the floor and then go for the buttons of my shirt. She hesitates for a second, then as if coming to a conclusion, she pulls at the oversized sweatshirt she’s got on and tosses it next to my things. She’s left in a thin bralette and shorts that are barely covering her ass. Fuck, she looks better than every memory I have of her.

      My shirt joins hers, and then I kick off my pants next. When I’m in front of her in only boxer briefs, I slide my hand around her waist and move her to the middle of the bed so I can hover over her. My eyes never leave hers as I touch her waist and then slide my hand over her belly where I can feel her baby bump. 

      “The day I left that hotel room was my brother's wedding day.” Her eyes widen a little, and before she can speak, I place a finger over her lips. “My twin brother’s wedding day.” Realization dawns on her, and I feel her inhale as she understands her mistake. “Milly is his wife, the one you made the wedding dress for.” 

      “Oh my god.” 

      Bending down, I kiss the hollow of her neck as my hand on her belly rubs back and forth. “It was fate that brought us together that day.” My lips move lower until I kiss the lace of her bralette. “And yet somehow you thought I would leave you alone in my bed to go get married?” I shake my head as I pull her cup down and then lick over her tight nipple. “Like I could ever look at another woman after tasting this.” 

      My mouth moves to her other nipple, and she moans as her fingers dive into my hair. Her back arches and her legs spread as she finally gives in to the pleasure and that indescribable pull between us. 

      “Colden, I’m so sorry I ran. I didn't know.” When I suck one nipple into my mouth, she cries out. 

      “You are so stubborn,” I tease, kissing my way down to her belly. “Thank goodness I’m here to talk some sense into your mom,” I say to the bump that holds my baby. I place a kiss on it and then rub my nose across the soft skin. 

      The knowledge of everything I’m getting hits me, and I feel my eyes sting with unshed tears. Not only did I find Caroline but our baby too, and I couldn’t be happier. 

      Kissing lower, I tug at the little shorts she’s got on until she slides them down her legs so I can lick her pussy. I’m impatient as she does it, and I lick her all over until I can push her knees wide and get my tongue in her. She’s so fucking soft and sweet as I bury my face in her wet heat and make her cum. 

      “Holy shit!” she calls out, her fingers clawing the sheets. 

      “More,” I moan, thinking of all the nights I laid awake and dreamed of this. “More.” 

      Her pussy rubs up and down my face as I suck her clit. She’s so easy to get off now, and I wonder if it’s because she’s pregnant. Just knowing I put a baby in her makes me harder than I’ve ever been. I bred her, and now she’s mine forever. 

      “Colden,” she breathes, her thighs shaking. “Inside me.” Her words are broken as she reaches for me. “Now.” 

      I was so consumed with just eating her pussy that the thought of putting my dick in her wasn’t even on my radar. Now that she’s told me what she wants, that's all I can think of. Sitting up, I push down the front of my soaked boxer briefs, and my straining cock springs free. The skin around my dick is tight as I grab the base and slide the tip between her folds. 

      The V that leads to my cock is flexing as I slide my hard length into her. I can’t look away as inch after inch sinks into her soft pussy, and I moan at the feeling of her pretty little cunt squeezing me. 

      “Look at that,” I say as I brush my thumb over her clit. Her eyes move to where we’re connected, and it’s perfect. Just like it was every time before. “Mine.” I push in a little more and grind against her. 

      “Yours,” she moans and reaches for me. 

      I can’t put all of my weight on her because of the baby, but as I thrust she raises her hips to meet them. 

      “It’s going to be quick,” I say through gritted teeth, and I feel her clench around me. 

      She slides over the veiny ridges of my shaft, and in a few quick strokes, she’s cumming around me. With the pulse of her pussy, I can’t hold back any longer, and I give myself over to the pleasure. Thrusting as deep as I can go, I empty myself into her with a roar of relief and all-consuming love. That’s what I feel for Caroline in the depths of my soul.
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      This time when I wake up, instead of a note, Colden is in bed with me. He’s staring right at me, and I reach over and run my fingers through his hair. It’s a tad longer than I remember. 

      “What are you doing?” My voice is scratchy, and I barely have my eyes open. 

      He wore me out last night. All the sex, feeding me dinner, him making me rest in the tub or on the sofa while we watched holiday movies. Most of his eating was between my legs. I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long or my hormones are all over the place, but he could get me off over and over way too easily. 

      This was not how I thought the rest of my year would go, but I think this is going to end up being the best Christmas of my life. All I’ve ever wanted was a family of my own, and I’m finally getting that.

      “Just looking at you.” He leans over and presses his mouth against mine in a soft kiss. “I finally found you, and I was scared I was going to wake up without you.” 

      “Well, this is my house. I can’t just leave you in it,” I tease. He smiles, but I still feel terrible about how things went down. “I was going to call at some point, but I was so heartbroken. Every time I started to, I chickened out. I was so worried about what your response would be or what I even wanted it to be.” 

      “I’m not mad, sweetheart. It would have killed me if I thought you were married to another man. Scratch that. I would have killed him, so I understand.” He runs his hand across my stomach. He’s been doing it a lot. “What are we having?” 

      “I’m sorry.” My eyes start to fill with tears.

      “Are you that upset about the sex of the baby?” His eyes widen, and it’s adorable how he gets a panicked expression when my eyes start to water. 

      “No, it’s just that you should have been there when I found out. It’s a boy.” 

      “Don’t cry.” He kisses my cheeks, and the morning scruff of his beard tickles my skin. “I’ll be there for all the other times because I’m not missing anything. I’m going to be glued to your ass.” I let out a laugh thinking about that. While it sounds sweet, it also sounds like an accident waiting to happen. 

      My stomach makes a loud growl, and heat rushes to my face. “That’s what makes you blush?” Colden's deep, rich laugh fills my small home. “We need to go get you real food. Cupcakes and cookies aren’t going to cut it.” 

      “Hey, Frostie has the best cupcakes in the state.” I defend my cousin. 

      “Does she have any real food over there?” He pulls me to sit up on the side of the bed. 

      “Yeah, she has some really good breakfast croissant sandwiches.” My stomach growls again thinking about them alone. 

      “Don’t worry. I’ll feed you.” Colden leans down and kisses my baby bump, and tears once again fill my eyes. 

      “Babe, you can’t cry on me all the time. You’ll kill me.” 

      “It’s happy tears. It doesn't count,” I sniffle. 

      “Fine, happy tears we can do.” He pulls me to a standing position and then leads me to the bathroom, where we shower together. “I think I should get to shower you each morning to make up for lost time.” He massages my scalp like I’m about to complain. 

      “We might need a bigger shower,” I point out. I have a cute claw tub and a tiny shower in my bathroom. It’s a tight fit, and my stomach is only going to get bigger, and Colden is already a giant. 

      Colden’s fingers soon slip between my thighs. I grip his shoulders as he strums my clit and gets me off. My knees give out when the orgasm hits me, but I don’t fall because Colden is there holding me close. 

      “We’ll get a bigger space soon. At the moment, I kind of enjoy that you can’t get far from me,” he jokes, then it dawns on me. He’s not from Troping. His life is in the city. In fact, I know he owns a very successful company there because Missy mentioned that her fiancé and his brother owned a company together. The woman threw money around for the wedding like it was confetti. 

      When we’re done, Colden pulls me out of the shower and dries my hair and body for me. “I’m going to go grab my bag. I’ll be right back.” 

      “Bag?” 

      “Yeah, I packed a bag. It’s in my car.” He drops a kiss on the top of my head before he’s heading out of the bedroom, having only pulled his pants on. Oh gosh. A half-naked man leaving my house to go grab a bag from his car is going to be the talk of the town.

      By the time I’m done getting dressed, Colden is back with his bag, and my phone is about to buzz off my nightstand. Yep, they’re already gossiping. 

      “Two people threw snowballs at me,” Colden says as he laughs and looks over his shoulder. 

      “You don’t look like you have snow on you.” I look over his bare chest. 

      “I ducked.” I snort a laugh, putting my hand over my mouth. “Others glared at me, and the sheriff is parked down the road.” 

      “Great, now you’re really not going to want to live in Troping.” I sigh. “I suppose a dress shop might do better in the city, but—” 

      “Stop,” Colden cuts me off. “We’re not going anywhere.” 

      “Really?” 

      “Really,” he reassures me. “I love you, Caroline. You want to be here, and that means I want to be here.” I melt into him. Could this man be more perfect? 

      “I love you too,” I say, and he kisses me like we’ve been apart for years. I have a feeling we’re going to end up at the courthouse at some point today.

      “Besides, I love how protective this town seems to be over you. This is the kind of place I want to raise our kids.” 

      “Kids?! There’s only one baby currently in the oven.” I point to my stomach. 

      “Well, after this one there will be another. A girl with your eyes.” I open my mouth and then close it, unsure how to respond to that. “We’re staying. We’ll build a house or find something here. It might be fun to try and outdo the guy’s house that owns the resort.” 

      “That’s the sheriff’s man.” 

      “Even better.” He smirks. 

      I think Colden is going to fit into Troping better than I thought.
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        Christmas Eve Many Years Later… 

      

      

      

      “No,” I say as I grit my teeth and hold tightly to her hips. 

      “Harder, Colden.” Caroline is panting as she tries to rock her hips and take more of me. “Please.” 

      “No.” I shake my head and then I have to look away. The sight of her like this is too much, and I’ll lose control. 

      She’s been teasing me all day, and finally after we got the kids to sleep, I came in here and she was naked with that look in her eyes I know all too well. The problem is that she’s nine months pregnant and is due any second. If she’s on track with our other kids, then she’ll be right on time. I know what she’s doing, and it’s driving me insane. 

      “This might be the last time,” she whines and then she reaches between her legs. 

      I can’t look away as her fingers slide between her wet folds and she begins to rub her pretty clit. 

      “Goddamn it, Caroline.” I grab her wrist and then pin it to the mattress. 

      “That’s it,” she moans and rocks her hips. 

      “No.” She’s making it harder for me to hold back. 

      “I promise I won’t go into labor.” Her eyes find mine, and I hate denying her. “I love you, baby, fuck me harder.” 

      My cock swells, and she clenches around it. I’m not going to last. I try to slow down, but I’ve lost the control in this situation, and she knows it. With a groan, I slam into her, and she moans loudly. Thank god I had them install noise-canceling sheetrock when we built this house. 

      I’ve held back as long as I could, and now my dick has taken over. It’s a pounding rhythm as I throw my head back and revel in the feel of her. This is sweaty and raw, but damn does it feel good to fuck my wife. 

      Ever since the moment I got her back, it’s been like this nonstop. Which is the reason we’ve got baby number six on the way. Breeding her has always been my most favorite thing, and when she’s pregnant, somehow her pussy is even wetter. I can’t get enough, and it’s so easy to make her cum. It’s like her body is rewarding me for putting babies in her. 

      My cock aches as I thrust with abandon now, and when I feel her cum around it, I bottom out. With my dick as deep as it can go, I grind against her and pump the last of my cum into her sweet little cunt. 

      I can feel the sweat dripping down my back as I slowly pull out and lower her legs to the bed. She’s smiling, but I worry she’s too hot, so I scoop her up in my arms and carry her to the bathroom with me. 

      “Why can’t you just let me go to sleep?” She pretends to complain as I start to set her on her feet. 

      “Because I know you, and I know you like to be clean when you go to sleep.” I kiss the top of her head before I step into the shower and turn on the water. 

      I’ve got my hand under the stream waiting for it to warm up when I hear Caroline say something behind me. “What was that, sweetheart?” I say before turning to face her. 

      There she stands with her mouth open and a shocked expression on her face. It takes me a second before I look down and see that her water has broken. We’re old pros at this point, so I know not to freak out. But when I see the sheepish look she gives me, I raise an eyebrow. 

      “What did I tell you?” I say because I have to get my dig in. 

      “It’s not like it was my fault.” She glances down at my cock that is still full and pointing at her. 

      “Tell that to Dr. Laura,” I say. I turn off the water and scoop her up in my arms once more. “Good thing she’s on call tonight.” 

      “She was the one that bet we'd have a Christmas Eve baby. I should have listened to her.” 

      “Because clearly your husband doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” 

      Caroline smacks my chest playfully as we go into the closet and grab the go-bag along with some comfortable clothes for her to put on. 

      “Should we wake your parents?” she asks as I make her sit in the chair so I can put her shoes on for her. 

      My parents are already here and sleeping in the guest wing of the house. We alternate years with my twin brother’s family so that we can share Christmas morning with them too. I knew that Caroline would be due any day now and gave them the heads-up. 

      “I’ll send them a text when we get to the hospital. I told them when they went to bed that tonight was the night.” 

      Caroline huffs, and I smirk. “You think I don’t know my wife? The woman who has already had five of my children and is the love of my life?” She softens a little, and I lean up to kiss her. “Now let’s get you out of here before the contractions start.” 

      On cue, she puts her hand on her stomach and begins to groan. “Damn it, I hate when you’re right.” 

      “Too bad for you I’m never going anywhere. Even if you try to run, I’ll hunt you down again and again.” 

      “I’m counting on it,” she says before I hold her in my arms and we begin a new chapter of our life together.
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      “Are you going to answer that?” Frostie asks as my phone vibrates on the counter.

      “Nope.” 

      “Really?” Frostie’s brows rise in surprise. Probably because the phone is lighting up with the name Mom on it. I’d clear it but then she would know I sent her to voicemail. Instead I let it ring because unlike her, I'd rather her think I’m busy than I don’t want to talk to her. “She’s called five times. What if it’s an emergency?” 

      “It’s not,” I say but never draw my attention away from the creation in front of me. Baking has always been my outlet. When my mom was out doing whatever it is she does or my father was gone for weeks on end for work, I spent my free time in the kitchen. 

      “That’s really amazing.” Frostie steps back to get a better view of the cake I’m decorating for the New Year’s party. 

      I want it to be perfect. I’m new here in Troping since Frostie gave me this job. She also gave me more than that because not only did I get a job as manager of her bakery, but she also put a roof over my head. 

      The small apartment over the bakery had been vacant since Frostie started shacking up with some giant lumberjack that does more grunting than speaking. I lick my lips as I think about a certain someone that could give her man a run for his money. 

      Ryder. 

      I shake the thought of him away because I'm in a new town with a new job and a new apartment. There aren’t any reminders of Ryder here, and it’s a fresh start. This is a chance for me to move forward and leave him in the past. At least that’s what I’m trying to do, but I can’t stop the dreams. Gosh, before I left, I would crave dirty dreams about him, but now they haunt me. It’s like a part of my subconscious is unable to let go. 

      “Your frosting makes it easier. I swear.” I’m seriously impressed with myself, and this might be one of my best cakes to date. Frostie’s famous frosting is so easy to work with. 

      “It’s your frosting now too. You’re the first person that I could actually teach to make it correctly.” 

      I can’t help but blush with excitement under her praise. I’m too needy for it. If I sent a picture of the cake to my mom, she’d ask when and where the party was. Sadly, I wouldn’t try to send it to my father. I know he’s at work, and when he’s working, all his attention has to be on his job. 

      I love my father, and I know he loves me too, but the truth is, I was an accident. My father probably never would have had kids because it wasn’t ideal for a career like his. With him, I can see it bothers him to be away and absent. When he comes to see me, he’ll shower me with attention, and he tries when he’s not here, but the same cannot be said about my mother. 

      “These shades of blue are gorgeous. I could never get this many. I can bake my ass off, but this is amazing. You really are an artist, Luna.” 

      “Thank you.” I smile. It’s art to me, and if I let myself, I could get lost in decorating a single cupcake for an hour. Then eat it in two seconds, which happens more than one would think. 

      “Jack is sending a few of his staff from the resort to pick it up. They’ll store it in one of their giant-ass fridges because we don’t have room here.”

      “I hope everyone enjoys it.” 

      “They will.” Frostie bumps my shoulder with hers, and my phone starts to vibrate. “You wanna talk about it?” 

      “She remembered she forgot my birthday.” That has to be why she’s blowing up my phone. She’ll feel guilty, and I’ll have to listen to some story about how she was doing this or that or some dude. Then I’ll tell her it’s fine and it happens, and I’ll end up making her feel better. Only it will make me feel worse. This year, I’m not having it. In the short time I’ve lived in Troping, it’s opened my eyes to how people that truly love you treat you. I see it all around me, and I want it for myself. 

      “Oh.” Frostie’s eyes widen. “When was your birthday?” 

      “A couple days ago,” I try to say dismissively. 

      “What!” 

      “It’s not a big deal, it’s right after Christmas.” I brush it off. 

      My father remembered. He always sends something, but I think he might have it set up to do it automatically. 

      “You should have told me. Birthdays are big here. This is Troping.” With the way she’s looking at me, you’d think I’d told her Santa isn’t real. Though I don’t think I’d say that out loud in Troping. 

      “I’m new,” I remind her. No one here cares if it’s my birthday. 

      “Fine. But don’t think you’ll get away with this next year,” Frostie huffs as she heads toward the front of the bakery to leave me alone in the kitchen. I laugh, wondering if my next birthday will be different. I hate that a part of me doesn't believe it will be.

      I tend to blend in and get lost in the background. One time I was left at the zoo by the school on a field trip, and I’ve got dozens of those stories. My mom says it’s because I’m too quiet, and that one stung. She’s not wrong. I can be quiet, but does that make it okay for her to forget about me? 

      Anger starts to bubble up, but I push it down. A few years ago, it didn't bother me so much, but then Ryder forgot about me. He promised he wouldn’t and that he’d be back for me if I would only wait. I latched on to that promise and wrapped my future in it. I always thought Ryder was a man of his word. 

      The first time I met my dad’s best friend, I was sixteen years old. After that, every time Dad popped up, Ryder was with him. It was shameful, but I would be more excited to see him than my dad. I was in love from the moment I met Ryder, and I finally understood what the girls were talking about when crushing on boys. I’m sure to him I was a chubby teenage girl with a mouth full of braces. 

      Until I wasn’t. 

      When he kissed me, I fell head over heels. 

      Then he lied and broke my heart.
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      “She’s not picking up.” Vanessa scowls at the phone and then tucks it into her back pocket. 

      “Try her again,” I say as I try to control my anger. The fact that this woman won’t give me her number annoys me to no end. 

      I would call Jacob and get it from him, but he’s on a mission right now and has been radio silent for weeks. 

      “She’s pissed at me so she’s not going to answer.” Vanessa lights a cigarette and tries to blow the smoke in my face. 

      “Just tell me the name of the town and I’ll get out of your hair,” I say, ignoring her eye roll. 

      “What do you want to know so bad for?” There’s a hint of a smile when she asks the question. “I always had my eye on you, Ryder.” She takes another drag of her cigarette and then licks her lips. “Why don’t you sit down and stay a while?” 

      “I knew coming here was a bad idea,” I say as I turn to leave. 

      “Wait,” she calls after me, and I stop. The only reason I’m not getting the hell out of here is because she holds the key to finding my Luna. 

      “What?” I bark, and Vanessa doesn't like my tone. 

      “Maybe you give me what I want and I’ll give you what you want.” Her eyes sweep down my body, and all it does is piss me off. 

      My heavy boots bang on the old floors as I take three quick steps toward her. Vanessa jumps back so fast she almost falls. I don’t lay a hand on her, but she grips the counter behind her to keep from going over. Her smug smile is nowhere to be seen, and now I see the fear start to sink in. 

      “You either tell me where she’s gone or I tell your parole officer about what I saw on the coffee table.” 

      Vanessa swallows hard, and then her fake smile is back in place. “Hey, I was just joking around with you. No need to get upset.” As I straighten, she begins to talk fast. “She was someplace a while back, but she moved.” 

      “Where?” I demand. 

      “I don’t know, I swear. It’s a town called something dumb. Troping, I think? It’s in the middle of nowhere, and they love Christmas or some shit.” 

      That’s enough to get me started, and although I’d love to get her number, I’m not about to reach into Vanessa’s pocket to take her phone. I’ve been here long enough, and now I’ve got a new mission. 

      Without another word, I walk out of Vanessa’s place, but I hear her running after me. 

      “You tell her to call her mother when you find her,” she calls out, but I ignore her as I get in my truck. 

      She promised me she would wait, but she didn’t. Fuck, what I felt for her was special and real. She said she felt it too, but the longer I was gone, the more I could feel her pulling away from me. I don’t know how I knew, but I could feel it even thousands of miles from her. 

      I run special ops for the government that sends me into hiding for long stretches of time. The last time I was sent undercover, I became part of a cartel in South America. It was only supposed to be for a couple of weeks, but it ended up being two years. If they knew who I was, they would have killed anyone I’d ever spoken to, and I couldn’t put Luna in that kind of danger by trying to contact her. I had to stay silent, but I tried to tell her when I left that I would always come for her. 

      The deeper I got with the cartel, the longer my mission extended. Everything about my return home went to shit when the leader of the cartel took a liking to me. This was the only way to take him down from the inside, and I had to bide my time. Meanwhile, Luna slipped through my fingers. 

      Now that I’m back, I’m out for good. I did my time and was paid handsomely for it. The only thing I want is to find her and make her remember what she felt for me because I know, at least for me, not a damn thing changed. 

      When I get back to the highway, I pull over and begin to search. It doesn’t take me long to find Troping on a map, but I can’t imagine how a place so small and remote could entice my Luna to live there. 

      I drive all night through the mountains and snow until I can see the sign for Troping in the distance. It’s late, but there are still a few places open like the diner on Main Street. If I’ve learned anything during all my years of service, it’s that a local diner is the hot spot for all the town gossip. With the right questions, even a stranger like me can make fast friends. 

      It’s not overly crowded when I walk in, but that’s probably because of the time. I take a seat, and the lady behind the counter gives me a smile. “What will it be?” 

      “Anything as sweet as you on the menu?” I say to the older lady, and she smiles and shakes her head. 

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she teases, turning around to grab a glass. “How about a strawberry shake while you look at the specials?” 

      “Yes, ma’am.” I let my Southern drawl come through as she hands me the shake and I take a drink. “Damn, that’s good,” I say, more to myself, but she laughs. 

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” 

      “How about you just order for me, because if this milkshake is any indication, it’s all good.” 

      “You got it,” she says as she scribbles something down on her notepad and passes it back to the kitchen. “Are you visiting family?” she asks, and I’m happy for the opening. 

      “Actually I am, but it’s a surprise.” 

      “Anybody I know?” She props her elbow on the counter, and I shrug. 

      “Don’t think so, she’s new in town,” I say, letting the challenge of her not knowing everyone in town dangle in front of her. Another thing I’ve learned about small town diners is they pride themselves on knowing everyone. 

      “Try me.” She takes the bait, and I grin back. 

      “Her name is Luna, she—” 

      “At the bakery?” The waitress waves her hand like that was an easy one. “Of course we all know Luna. She's a sweetheart. Don’t worry, I won’t tell her you’re here, but the bakery’s already closed. If I were you, I would just go on around back to the apartment and knock. She's bound to be in for the night.” 

      “I think I might just do that.” I take a long drink of my milkshake and think about how I got everything I needed to know in a matter of seconds. If only Vanessa had been this agreeable. 

      “Order up,” the cook calls, and I check my watch. Might as well enjoy my dinner before I go get my girl.
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      “Don’t make yourself sick,” I laugh as Kane shoves the rest of the cupcake into his mouth. 

      He’d already eaten two by the time he and Parker picked up the cake. After watching the two of them easily move it, I joked that I could use one of them to help me move a few things in my apartment. I’d only been teasing, but Kane quickly offered to come back after they got the cake to the inn. 

      I tried to insist that it was no big deal, but Kane said if I gave him a few more cupcakes we’d call it even. Then he smiled so big his dimples popped out, and I’m guessing it works on most girls his age. Wait, I am his age. It must be because I have a thing for older men, or one older man in particular. Still I agreed because I really did need some crap moved around in the apartment, and I’m about as mighty as a mouse when it comes to strength. 

      “I could eat a dozen of these.” Kane licks the leftover icing off his finger. “Don’t tell Frostie I said this, but I think yours are better.” He smirks, giving me that dimple again. Is he flirting with me? 

      “She taught me how to make the frosting, so I think it still counts as hers as well,” I say as I slip around his comment. “I got you a whole box for you to take home.” I pat the pink box that I filled with a few that were left over from today. 

      “Awesome. Should we head upstairs?”

      “What?” Is he flirting with me again? How do I get out of this? People don’t flirt with me, or at least I never thought they did. Frostie says otherwise, but I haven’t noticed until now. 

      “To your place so I can help you move some stuff.” 

      Oh god. I’m so dumb.

      “Right,” I stutter, way too close to making a fool out of myself. Kane’s not hitting on me; he's being polite. Everyone in this town is nice for the most part. “There’s a dresser I want to move,” I tell him as we head up the stairs to my place. 

      “I’ve never been up here.” Kane takes in my small apartment, and I’m not sure how Frostie and Tinsel lived here together. This space is hardly big enough for one person. 

      “Yeah, I think you would have been dead. Jack and Clause are—” 

      “Oh I know.” He holds his hands up in surrender at the idea of going near either of them.

      A pang of jealousy hits me. It’s sweet to see how a lot of the men in Troping treat the women they love. I moved here to get a fresh start, but seeing love everywhere makes it hard when it’s the kind of love I dream of. 

      “You work for Jack too,” I laugh. Tinsel’s husband is always hovering near her. 

      “I’m more scared of Tins than him,” he says, and I laugh harder. 

      “Fair.” I point to the dresser. “Can we move it over here?” 

      “Sure can.” He winks at me, and again I wonder if he’s flirting with me. Does it matter? He’ll move the dresser and then go. I don’t think he’s going to ask me out. 

      “Should I unload the drawers?” I did it once before thinking if I got everything out, I could move it myself. I didn’t move an inch, and I had to put everything back so my crap wasn’t everywhere. 

      “I think I got it.” He lifts the corner, testing the weight, and I step back out of his way. Kane grabs the dresser and lifts and makes it a few feet before he has to put it down. 

      “I can help,” I offer. 

      “Nah, it’s fine. I got it. You know I play on the football team?” 

      “Like on TV?” I ask, and he chuckles. 

      “No, for Troping.” 

      “They have a football team?” How did I miss a stadium? 

      “The high school.” 

      “Oh right.” This guy is going to think I’m an idiot because I should have put that together. “You’re in high school?” Kane isn’t a small guy, and I was sure he was a few years older. He towers over me, but that’s easy to do. He’s not as big as Ryder, and where Kane is lean, Ryder is a tank. Why am I making this comparison? 

      “I mean, I did a few years ago.” He shrugs. “You know we should—” 

      “Remove the drawers?” I cut him off, thinking he might be close to asking me out. Even if he was, why would I turn him down? There’s no spark, but it could be putting my toe into the dating pool. 

      “I got it.” He grabs the dresser again, this time with a grunt. 

      I watch as he makes it across the room before the top drawer starts to slide out. I rush over to try and stop it, but it’s too late. My underwear and bras are spilling out, and Kane drops the dresser back down as he tries to make a grab for it. We knock into each other and end up falling backwards. I let out a small yelp when I hit the bed. 

      I’m thankful it’s not the floor, but Kane lands on top of me, knocking the air right out of my lungs. 

      “Sorry,” he rushes to say. 

      “It’s fine, but can you…ah…” 

      “Get off?” He chuckles, but thankfully I feel his body weight begin to lift. Then he’s completely gone and being tossed across the room like a ragdoll. 

      “What the fuck!” Ryder's voice booms through my small apartment as he towers over my bed. Is he bigger? He reaches down and grabs a handful of my panties that landed on the bed next to me. Seriously? That was never how I dreamed of Ryder seeing my panties for the first time. “Sweets, what the hell is going on?” 

      “Don’t call me that,” I snap as I scramble to get up. The word sweets is a trigger for me. “Kane, are you okay?” Ryder’s arm shoots out and grabs me so I can’t go over to check. Kane is standing with his back to the wall as far away as he can get. His brows are almost to his hairline as he takes in Ryder, and it reminds me of a deer caught in headlights. 

      “Boy, you have about a second to get the hell out of my woman's place.” Kane doesn’t have to be told twice. 

      “Sorry!” I shout after him. 

      “It’s okay, it happens around here,” Kane shouts back, but he’s already down the stairs so I only faintly hear him. 

      It takes me a second to really register Ryder is in Troping and in my home. 

      “What are you doing here?” I say, and I hate how breathy I sound. 

      “You know what I’m doing here,” he growls. 

      “Two years,” I whisper as I remember all the hurt and anger. “You’ve been gone for two years.” 

      “We’re all lucky I’m not about to do life in prison,” he says, and I swallow. “Who’s the kid?” Ryder’s possessive gaze racks over my body. 

      I don’t know why I do it, but I lift my chin in defiance. Who knows where or who he’s been with? Two years and not a word. Well, I have two words for him and they’re not “fuck off.” 

      “My boyfriend.”
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      “Try again, sweets.” I step closer to her, and her stubborn ass takes a step back. “Because we both know there’s only one man that makes these panties wet, and it’s me.” I toss the handful of underwear on the ground as I keep my eyes on her. 

      “Maybe there’s someone else,” she rushes to say. “I mean, there is someone else. You were gone, and I got a boyfriend. That’s not impossible to believe.” 

      She crosses her arms over her chest defensively, and I shake my head. “Of course it’s not impossible to believe. Look at you.” I take my time looking up and down her lush body that’s only gotten fuller and softer since I left. My cock aches with the need to sink into it, but I’ll wait. “The reason I know you’re lying is you keep biting your bottom lip.” 

      Luna immediately stops and then narrows her eyes. “That doesn’t mean anything.” 

      “Every time you told a story, you’d start biting that bottom lip.” This time when I move closer she holds her ground. “And when I finally got to sink my teeth into it, I knew just how good it felt.” 

      Her eyes widen for a fraction and then she blinks and walks around me to put space between us. “It doesn’t matter. The point is you were gone, Ryder.” 

      “God, I love it when you say my name.” 

      “Don’t.” She holds her hands up and shakes her head. “You left me for two years.” 

      “Technically it was seven hundred and twenty-five days and”—I check my watch before looking back at her—“fourteen hours, three minutes, and eleven seconds.” 

      “And I’m just supposed to do what? Fall on my back on the bed and spread my legs to welcome you home?” 

      Being near her after all this time is taking away every ache and pain I ever felt while we were apart. Suddenly it’s warm in my chest, and I almost don’t recognize it because it’s been so fucking long. Pure joy, that’s what I feel when I’m near Luna. 

      “It would make things a lot easier if you did.” I lick my lips, thinking about what I’d do if she followed through with that threat. “But I know you, Luna, and you’re too damn stubborn to do what you’re told. Like staying put.” 

      “Staying put?” She makes the cutest growling sound in the back of her throat. “You left me to sit and wait without a word.” 

      “I couldn't put you in danger.” I sigh because I knew I’d have to explain. “I thought you would remember what it felt like to be in my arms.” 

      “I did.” She looks away and then I hear her soft words. “I still do.” 

      “I’ll explain everything, but right now, you need to do as you’re told.” 

      “I’m not a child,” she snaps, and when she looks at me, I see hurt mixed with something else in her eyes. “Ryder, you could have been dead.” 

      “You think death could stop me from getting to you?” I shake my head, and she rolls her eyes. 

      “You were always so damn arrogant.” 

      “You liked it,” I tease, but she ignores me as I stalk over to where she’s standing. “This apartment is tiny, sweets, and you can only get so far.” 

      She looks at the door, but I step in the way so she can’t make a run for it. “You can’t touch me.” 

      “Why?” I say as my fingers twitch and flex to do exactly that. 

      “Because I know when you get your hands on me, I won’t be able to say no.” 

      “That’s exactly why I want to put my hands on you.” 

      She leans back against the little kitchen counter, and I brace my hands on either side of her. Bending down, I look straight into her eyes, and her lips part. 

      “Ryder.” She licks her lips, and I watch her pretty pink tongue dart out. 

      “Every night I thought about that kiss, Luna. The way you opened up so easily for me and let me taste you.” My mouth waters as I lean in close. “And when you say my name, I remember how you moaned it while dry humping my cock.” 

      Her cheeks burn red as her breathing picks up and I brush my lips over hers. I can practically hear her heart beating as I take my time and feather kisses along her mouth. 

      “Only this time I’ve got nowhere to go and nothing that’s going to take me from you.” 

      “How do I know you won’t just go again?” There’s so much in those words she’s not asking. Like if I’ll hurt her again. 

      “There’s plenty of time to talk this out later.” Right now we’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for. 

      “Ryder, I don’t think—” 

      “The time for thinking is over. You’ve done enough of that while I’ve been gone.” 

      When my mouth touches her, it’s not gentle or sweet. I grab her around the waist and lift her off the ground so I can hold her against me. She opens like my sweet girl, and I slide my tongue right in. She tastes like sugar and sunshine and promises of what’s to come. I’m so fucking starved for her that I just stand there and kiss her like it’s the only thing I’ll ever do. 

      Time somehow speeds up and or stands still, I can’t really tell. But when I’m kissing her, I feel her kissing me back, and she’s telling me everything she can’t form into words. She’s hungry and hurt, but she’s also tender and so damn sweet. 

      “Bed,” she orders, but I shake my head. 

      “No.” 

      Her legs wrap around my waist, and I bury my face in her neck as I press her against the counter and she grinds against me. 

      “Here’s fine too.” 

      “Stop rushing me,” I say, pulling back and looking at her. “All we had before was a quick goodbye, but this time, I won’t be put on a countdown. You’re mine now, Luna, and I’m taking as long as I want.”
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      “Ryder,” I moan because he’s driving me insane. Somehow he’s stripped off all of my clothes, but all of his are still on. 

      “You’re so damn soft.” His mouth travels along my thigh as he kisses me everywhere except where I need it the most. “Silk.” He moves up my inner thigh, and I start to beg.

      “Please.” I’ve tried being patient, and I love that he wants to take his time, but I’m not sure I can last much longer. It’s too much. Even the sight of Ryder on his knees between my legs is enough to bring me to the edge of orgasm. 

      “And you tried to tell me that this pussy wanted someone else?” He blows against the wet folds of my sex. “Your little clit is begging for me to taste it.” He licks his lips, and his tongue grazes across it. I whimper, and my face gets hotter. There’s no denying how badly my body wants him.

      “I’m sorry.” 

      “You don’t have to be sorry, sweets. I already know it’s mine.” As much as I want to tell him it’s because of his arrogance, he would only call me on the lie. It doesn’t matter that I ran; Ryder has never left me. My body knows who it belongs to because he’s the only one that’s ever brought it to life. It was Ryder that gave me those flickers of desire deep inside me. 

      “It’s yours,” I agree. I expect to get a cocky comment or a smug smirk, but I don’t. What I get instead is what I’ve been dying for. 

      He buries his face against my sex, and the first orgasm hits me fast. I scream out his name as my hips try to buck, and I’ve never cum so hard or fast in my life. Then again, I’ve only ever done it to myself with Ryder in my fantasies. The first time I really touched myself was one night when I’d been staying over at my dad’s and Ryder was there. 

      “Fucking sweet,” Ryder groans as his mouth feasts on me. He soaks up every drop while spurring my body to give him more. 

      “Oh god.” I grip the side of the counter when he thrusts his tongue inside. 

      “So damn tight.” He replaces his tongue with one thick finger and then another while his tongue teases my clit. 

      “It’s too much,” I moan while his fingers work inside of me. “I’m too full.” 

      “You can take more, and you’re going to let me do it.” My eyes catch his, and the intensity of his gaze sears right to the center of my heart. I know he’s been waiting right along with me these two years because his hunger and need is right there for me to see. 

      “Take it.” 

      “Plan to,” he says before he hooks his fingers inside of me and his mouth locks around my clit. The combination sends me into another orgasm, and the pleasure cascades through my body before it lingers on my skin. 

      “Ryder?” I blink open my eyes when my back presses against the soft mattress. I didn’t even know we’d moved. 

      “I know I said I was going to take my time, but feeling you cum against my mouth and your pussy locking around my fingers was too much. I need inside of you so I can feel it on my dick.” He pulls his shirt off over his head, and I slip off the bed and drop to my knees in front of him. “Luna,” he warns. 

      “I’m only helping.” I go for his belt, and he catches my hands to stop me. 

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

      “Scared you’re going to pull my hair too hard while you thrust down my throat?” Ryder drops his head back to stare up at the ceiling. I’m a tad surprised I said it myself, but it’s what I was thinking he might do. 

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

      “You won’t.” He releases my hands, and I think I’ve won until he grabs me, lifting me off the floor to place me on the bed. 

      “Not on the floor.” I hurry to my knees again, realizing what he means. 

      “You were on the floor.” 

      “That's different.” I start to argue but the words get trapped in my throat when Ryder’s cock springs free from his jeans. “It will fit,” he says when he sees my expression. “You were made to take it, sweets.” He leans down and kisses me as his fingers grip my hair, and any worry I had fades away. 

      I reach out and wrap my hand around his cock, wanting to feel him. Ryder groans and gives me a warning. “Just a taste.” 

      Leaning in, I brush the head of his cock against my lips. The small bead of cum from the head coats them before I wrap my mouth around the tip. Ryder’s fingers tighten in my hair when I try to take more of him. 

      “That’s enough. I’m not cumming in your mouth.” He pulls back, and his cock slides out of my mouth with a pop. “Now I want to see what my cum tastes like on your lips.” 

      He claims my mouth again before pushing me back on the bed and pinning me to it. “Ryder.” I grip his shoulders when the head of his cock easily finds my drenched opening. 

      “This is where I’m going to cum,” he says and nudges against it. 

      “You know—” 

      “I know.” Ryder cuts me off.

      One of the reasons we never went beyond our first kiss was because Ryder said if he started, he wouldn’t be able to stop. He understood what I went through with my father as a child, and he said he would never do that to our baby. He told me that as soon as he could get me pregnant, he wasn’t going to leave my side. 

      “I don’t want anything stopping me from getting to any part of you.” He pushes the rest of the way inside of me in one deep thrust and claims me in every way. 

      I grit my teeth at the sharp pain and try to breathe. 

      “I’m sorry.” He presses kisses to my face. “I love you so damn much.” 

      “Ryder.” My eyes fly open. 

      “You’re supposed to say it back.” There’s a slight grin on his lips, and I can’t help but smile. 

      “I love you too,” I say as he pulls out just a little and thrusts back in. His eyes stay locked with mine, and the pain fades into something beautiful. “Yes,” I moan. 

      We start off slowly, but control fades away as need pushes forward. “You going to cum for me, sweets?” 

      “Yes,” My breath hitches as I raise my hips and feel that sweet friction where I need it. 

      “Fuck, I can’t last.” Ryder’s fingers find my clit, and that’s all it takes. He groans my name as he starts to cum and his seed pumps into me. “I need you with me.” 

      “I’m always with you,” I promise him.
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        One year later… 

      

      

      “Are you tired?” I ask Luna as we drive toward home. 

      “Not really.” She rubs her round baby belly and then looks over at me. “New Year’s always has me a little excited.” 

      “Because it’s our anniversary?” I tease and reach over to put my hand on top of her belly too. “And we’re having a baby?” 

      “Yes.” She wiggles a little in her seat, and I put my hand on her bare thigh. 

      “How excited are you?” My hand moves up to the edge of her dress, and I don’t miss how her knees part ever so slightly. 

      “A little.” She pretends to shrug, but I know her better than she knows herself. 

      Tonight we went to the New Year’s Eve party in Troping, but I wanted to be home before midnight so we could have a proper kiss. After traveling for Christmas, I’m looking forward to starting the new year in bed with my wife. 

      We spent the holidays with her dad and even saw her mom for a brief moment. Long enough for Luna to say she said what she needed to say and we could leave. Surprisingly, her dad was overjoyed when we told him we’d gotten married. He said he couldn’t have wished for anyone better for his daughter, and this past Christmas with him and my Luna was the best one I’ve ever had. 

      “Tell me, sweets, or I’ll stop.” I touch her softly on the inside of her leg, and she wiggles again. 

      “I don’t know.” She sounds frustrated as she says it. “I’m just always so wet down there now.” 

      Even in the dark, I can see the blush on her cheeks. “You think that’s a bad thing?” We fucked twice today before the party, and already she’s needy. 

      “It’s just inconvenient.” She lets out a little growl, and it’s the cutest thing ever. “You looked so hot at the party, and all I could think about was riding your…you know.” 

      “Why didn’t you say something?” I put on my turn signal and slow down so I can make a right. 

      “What would you have done, taken me to the bathroom?” 

      “Yes,” I answer plainly because that’s exactly what I would have done. “Or a closet.” 

      “Oh.” She blinks as if she’s picturing it, and then her knees squeeze together tightly. “Where are we going?” 

      “Just finding a quiet spot,” I say as I pull into a vacant lot with a house that’s under construction. 

      I put the car in park and then unbuckle before sliding my seat all the way back. She watches me carefully as I unbutton my slacks and then reach into them. 

      “Ryder!” She looks around in the dark and then back at me. “We can’t do it here.” But she’s already unbuckling. 

      “By the time you finish protesting and telling me what we can’t do, I could have already been inside that sweet little cunt. Now get over here and let me fuck that pretty thing.” 

      “Oh god.” 

      I stroke my cock a few times, and it swells painfully as I think about her needy pussy. Luna starts reaching under her dress and pulling off her panties as I drag her over to my side. I’m already dripping for her as she hovers over my shaft with her slick heat. 

      “Fuck, your clit is poking out.” I look between us and see she’s puffy and wet. “You need some dick, don’t you, baby?” 

      “Yes,” she whines as she rubs the little nub over the tip of my cock. My cum coats it, and she moans with pleasure. 

      Gripping the base, I hold it steady as she slowly sinks down on it. Her eyes roll to the back of her head, and it’s like she’s getting relief for the first time. She’s squeezing me so goddamn tightly, but I just sit back and watch my cock disappear into her. 

      “Next time you tell me,” I order, and she nods. 

      “I will.” 

      “Hold on to me, I’m gonna fuck you hard.” 

      After she puts her hands on my shoulders, I grip her hips tightly and begin to move her up and down. Her moans turn into shouts of pleasure as I lift her and then slam her down on my cock. Over and over I make her pussy jack me off, and she begs for me to go deeper. She’s so beautiful like this: pregnant, lost in pleasure, and my cock buried deep inside her. 

      “That’s it, sweets, suck the cum out of me.” She grinds down on me, and I feel her grip on my length tighten. “Fuck.” 

      It takes my breath, and then I feel her start to cum. Her pussy juices run down my shaft as she cries out my name, and I go over the edge with her. She drains me in one hard pump, and I’m left dizzy and seeing stars. My head falls back against the seat, and I have to catch my breath as I blink a few times. 

      “That felt so good.” She goes limp against my chest, and I smile as I kiss her hair. 

      “Better?” I say as I glance over at the clock and see it’s midnight.

      “Much better.” 

      “Happy New Year,” I say before holding her face in my hands and kissing her gently. “I love you, wife.” 

      “I love you too, husband,” she says back with sleepy eyes. “Can we do this again when we get home?” 

      “Forever.”
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