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      For those of you alone on Christmas…

      we are with you in your heart.
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          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Cookie wasn’t looking for love when her sister brought home two hot Russians. But now one of them won’t keep his hands to himself and she’s not sure she wants him to. He’s moved in next door and she can’t help but wonder…what’s he doing over there all alone?

      Frost didn’t plan on falling for his sister-in-law, but one look and he was done for. Now all he’s got to do is convince her he’s the one…before it’s too late.

      Warning: Did we throw in a holiday kidnapping? You bet your sweet tinsel we did! Count on us to deliver all the festive feels while having a big growly alpha save the day!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      I stare out the window of my sister's gorgeous Victorian home, but I’d never admit to her that I think the one next door is prettier. Nor would I tell the owner.

      Her white Christmas lights shine in the dark to reveal the snow as it falls. I can hear her behind me humming as she decorates the house for Christmas. Some people might call this extra. She’s always changing and adding to the decorations, but I don’t blame her. This is her home now and where she’ll start growing her own family.

      So many things have changed in such a short amount of time, but I know my sister is happy. In fact, I think she’s the happiest she’s ever been. She’s not only mine anymore, she belongs to Miller now. I hear her giggle behind me, and I don’t have to turn around and look to know it’s something Miller is doing to her. The man can’t keep his hands off her, and it’s sweet to watch her turn the giant Russian into sweet cotton candy. 

      I glance over to Frost’s house and see all the lights are off. Completely black. I hate that I wonder where he’s at and what he’s doing. I came over to see my sister, not to check out what Frost is up to. He's as cold as his name, except for when his eyes land on me. 

      I’ve seen him in action a few times when he didn't know I was there. I’d catch him on a call or hear him arguing with his brother over something. He’d see me, and his face would go soft, but I wasn't buying it. He wants into my pants, and he knows that I would never go for his frosty cold shoulder. No pun intended. 

      I’m facing the window and trying to peer closer into his house when I see a hand come up from behind me and land on the window frame. I stand still as another hand comes up on the other side, and I’m caged in. I feel the heat off Frost's body from behind me, but I don’t turn around. My heart speeds up, and I try to stay calm as I feel his warm breath on my neck. 

      “Were you looking for me?” His accent is thick, and his voice is so low it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Why did I wear it up tonight?

      “Watching the snow,” I lie as I try to make my tone bored. 

      I suck in a deep breath when I feel his nose graze my neck. My body lights up more than the Christmas tree, and I close my eyes. How does he do that to me? Even with my ex, there was never heat like this. 

      “You always smell so sweet. Is it just you or something you wear?”

      “It’s called soap. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

      He lets out a deep chuckle, and it surprises me. “I’ve given you time.” 

      “Time?” I ask, pretending to not understand.

      “To play your little games. Your time is running out.”

      

      “I’m not playing any games.” I think it would be dangerous to play any games with a man like Frost. 

      He pushes into me, and I feel his hard cock press against my ass. Without instruction, I lean back against him and into his muscled body. 

      “Still think you’re not playing a game?” He might be right, but it’s unintentional. 

      I turn around in the cage he’s made with his arms and look up at him. He’s so handsome but not my type. He’s also rich, which isn’t it either. Been there, done that. I learned from my mistakes, or I at least I’ve tried to. 

      “I'm seeing someone.” I raise my chin in stubborn defiance. 

      “Nyet.” His “no” is quick, and I watch his face harden as he gives me the Frost everyone else talks about. “I’ve not been told.”

      “And how would you know about my dating life?” I lift a brow in question. 

      Why am I trying to poke the beast? He’s my brother-in-law, though, so don’t we get to make jabs at each other every now and then? This is what our family does, though what Frost wants with me isn’t familial at all. 

      “I’d know,” he grits out. 

      For some reason I believe that he would. I think he knows most things. The crush I have on him is one of those things. Why can’t he leave it alone? We could end up hurting more than each other in the end. 

      “I’m in a relationship with myself.” He stares at me with a confused look on his face, and I almost want to laugh. “I don’t date. Period.” I need to find my place in life. 

      “You are still hung up on him?”

      “You ask the question as if you already know who he is. When it’s none of your business.” I’m not hung up on my ex. I’m more mad at myself than anything. I missed the signs right in front of my face. 

      I still question my decisions because of him, and I hate that. Or maybe I should be thankful. I’ve learned to protect myself and that the world isn’t all fairy tales like some girls dream of. Sometimes you get burned, though I think being burned by Frost might make it worth it. 

      The problem is I can’t have my fun and be done. Now that his brother and my sister are married, he’ll always be around. Then I really would get hurt. Hell, right now thinking about him with another woman eats me up inside. What would happen to me when we were done? I’m not sure I could come back from that. 

      

      “I know everything when it comes to you, Cookie.” His head drops, and I think he’s going to kiss me. 

      I even prepare myself for the impact even though I hope it doesn’t happen. I should be pushing him away as his nose runs along my neck. He takes a deep breath and inhales me before placing a kiss on my throat. 

      When he raises his head, he locks eyes with mine. “Tick tock.” 

      He leaves the room and takes his warmth with him. That’s when I truly feel the frost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Frost

        

      

    

    
      Dinner is how it always is when I’m with Miller’s family. I sit at the table next to Cookie while she pretends to ignore me. And while I pretend to ignore my brother touching his wife under the table. 

      After the meal, I help with the washing up. “You don’t have to help, Frost, I can do that,” Pumpkin says as she dries the dishes I’ve placed in the drain. 

      “You cooked. I don’t mind cleaning.” I shrug, but it’s also a way to linger until Cookie leaves. 

      “Any progress?” she whispers as she looks around for her sister. 

      I grunt and shake my head. “Nyet.” 

      “Just be patient with her. She’ll come around.” 

      “She was hurt very badly,” I say, and Pumpkin nods. 

      “If you ask me, I think it’s mostly in her head. But she’s convinced herself that in order to protect herself, she’s got to put up walls to everyone else.” 

      “She isn’t the only one.” 

      “Just don’t give up on her.” 

      I nod as Miller comes into the kitchen with the last of the dishes and pushes me out of the way. “Go get your own wife,” he says to me in Russian, and I throw a towel at him. 

      “I’m doing my best.” 

      As I walk out of the kitchen, I glance back at the two of them. He moves behind Pumpkin like they’ve done this a thousand times, and she smiles up at him as he kisses her. I turn away because even the simple gesture is too intimate for outsiders. 

      When I walk into the living room, I don’t see Cookie, so I go in search of her. I check the library where sometimes she will sit and read, but she’s not there either. After I walk down the long hall to the back of the house, I see light spilling out from under the bathroom door. When I get close, I hear water running, and I grab the handle. 

      I walk into the bathroom and close the door behind me as Cookie turns to me in shock. 

      “Get out, you can’t be in here!” 

      “It seems I have to steal these moments for you to speak to me.” 

      “I said get out,” she hisses. Her face turns bright red as she quickly tries to wash the soap off her hands. It’s then I glance over to the counter and see a tampon wrapper lying there. 

      “Oh, kiska,” I say softly as I walk over to her. “Are you bleeding?” She won’t look at me as she vigorously rubs her hands under the hot water. I move in behind her and wrap my arm around her waist, resting my palm on her lower belly. “Do you ache?” 

      “That’s private.” She reaches for the towel and dries her hands vigorously. 

      “It is natural,” I offer, and she makes a sound of annoyance. 

      “It’s none of your business.” 

      I move in close and use my other hand to pull her back against me. I look at her in the mirror and wait for a long moment until she looks up, and her eyes lock with mine. I hold her there in my arms just feeling her warmth until I see the anger dissipate. 

      “There is nothing your body does that I would not enjoy.” Slowly I reach my hand lower until I cup her sex over her jeans. I squeeze her there and watch as her eyelids lower. “Let me ease you.” I place a kiss on her neck and her eyes close. “Are you tender?” 

      She nods ever so slightly as I trace my other hand across her breasts. Her nipples pucker against the thin material of her sweater, and my mouth waters. I pinch them gently, and she responds by pushing them against my palm. They’re swollen slightly, and I feel the weight of them in my hand. 

      “Oh god,” she whispers as I squeeze and massage her pussy. 

      “One day I will taste you like this.” Her eyes fly open, and she stares at me as I dip my hand into the front of her jeans and down into her panties. “One day I will fuck you like this.” Her breath catches as my fingers move between her folds and over her clit. “You’ll be so wet and swollen, and desperate for release.” 

      She swallows hard as I pet her in quick strokes, and her breathing speeds up. She’s beautiful like this, open for me and needing my touch. 

      “You think something like this would turn me off?” I shake my head, licking the shell of her ear. “I’m harder knowing your body readies for me, kiska.” 

      She gasps when I pinch her clit, and then I cover her mouth as she cries out in ecstasy. Her climax is fast and consuming as she goes limp in my arms. I’m not sure her legs are holding her up as I pull her close to me and grind against her ass. 

      It’s a long moment before she catches her breath and braces herself on the sink. I don’t let her go right away, and she doesn’t pull away from me either. But as I watch her, I can see the moment when she clears her thoughts and comes back to reality. 

      I slip my hand out of her jeans and stare at her in the mirror as I bring the fingers to my mouth and lick them clean. 

      “You’re disgusting.” She scowls at me, and I smile. 

      I walk to the bathroom door and turn around to face her before I leave. “Then why is your cunt begging me to fuck you, kiska?” 

      

      “Why do you call me that?” she huffs, changing the subject. 

      “Because you are very much a kitten.” I make a show of slowly looking her body up and down and then focus on her eyes. “And I want nothing more than to pet you.” 

      She crosses her arms over her chest as I wink at her and exit the bathroom. Soon enough she’ll be mine.
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          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      “What do you buy a man who has everything?” my sister muses as we walk through the mall. We’ve been here for over an hour, and I’ve already cleared off the last few people on my list.

      It’s a fair question. The Ranov men can have anything they want. Frost all but proved that to me a few nights ago. It’s getting harder and harder to stay away from him because my body all but hums for him. 

      “What about one of those coupon books like we made for Mom and Dad when we were kids except yours would be…” I trail off, but we both know what I’m talking about. 

      “Pointless. If there’s something in that area he wants, he takes it.” A smirk forms on Pumpkin’s lips as she blushes, and I know she’s thinking about something she and Miller have done. I don't want to know. Miller is becoming like a brother to me. I like him, and he treats my sister like a queen, but I don’t need all the dirty details. 

      “Am I supposed to get Frost something?” I ask, changing the subject. He is my brother-in-law, and I know he’ll be there. 

      “I think we all know what he wants.” She wiggles her perfect eyebrows at me, and I smack her arm. 

      Now it’s my turn to blush because I can’t stop thinking about what happened a few nights ago. I’ve fantasized about being with Frost more times than I want to admit, but now it’s gone to a whole other level. 

      It’s dangerous that I know what he can do to me with only a few touches. I’ve never orgasmed so hard in my life, and now my body is on edge all the time, wanting it again. It makes me wonder if we could have a small fling. We could establish some rules and boundaries about what we want. My body screams yes, but my brain says no. 

      “Don’t go there,” I say, leveling her with a stare. “Think how bad it could be.” 

      “Think of how good it could be.” She lets out a dreamy sigh like she’s closing the last page of a romance novel that gave you everything you wanted in a book. 

      “It’s not a risk we should take.” I notice my voice is less forceful than normal when discussing this subject. He’s chipping away at me, and damn it, I think it’s working. “What about this?” 

      I pick up a giant stuffed bear. I think it’s for display, but I really want to change the subject away from Frost. He has everyone on his team because even Mom asked me about him last night. He stopped by to salt the stairs on the porch and asked if they needed anything else because there’s another big snowstorm rolling in. He’s laying it on thick, but that’s not the Frost I’ve heard stories about. 

      “That’s a display…or it’s for a child, though I’m sure that will happen soon enough.” She puts her hand over her stomach. 

      

      “Are you…?” I ask in shock. If she is, she should have said something hours ago! 

      “I’m not sure yet, but I’m sure it’s coming. It’s not like we’re preventing it.” Now that would be a gift Miller would love. 

      “I’m going to be a killer aunt.” I think about holding a little one in my arms, and my mind drifts to being in a hospital bed holding my own baby as Frost stands next to me. 

      “You’d be a killer mom too.” She plucks the thoughts right out of my head. 

      What the hell? I need to place a better defense from this man and my sister. “I’m not sure I want kids. I’ll just stick to the aunt thing.” The lie doesn't come easy, and it twists my insides. 

      Pumpkin rolls her eyes. “Food?” Now it’s her turn to change the subject. 

      “We have to get mall food. It’s the whole point of coming to the mall.” We can go to the food court and stop by a few places to make our meal. Like getting a cheeseburger with a side of crab rangoon. 

      “I’m dying for a pretzel.” 

      “Oh. That sounds good too. I might have to rethink what I want.” Pumpkin doesn't even offer to share hers so we can split something else. We normally do, but that doesn’t look like the plan today. Maybe she’s already knocked up. 

      I snag us a table and see the food court is filling up fast. I let out a small sigh when we sit down and my feet can rest. The bags are getting too heavy to carry around. 

      I watch the kids running around while we eat and note that there’s a line for Santa.

      “You think Dad will dress up as Santa when we have kids?” I ask Pumpkin. He always did that when we were little, and some of my favorite memories are from that time. 

      “Did you say we?” I stare at her, and she smiles. “Yes, I bet he will.” She dips her pretzel into her cheese and does a little dance in her seat as she stuffs her face. 

      “I was going to see if Lewis could use some help. It’s almost tax season. Don’t you think they might need extra hands?” After winter break I have one semester left to finish my accounting associate’s degree. Lewis has an accounting firm and lives next door to my parents. We’ve all been friendly over the years, and I’ve done some clerical work for him in the past. 

      “Maybe.” Her nose scrunches. 

      She doesn't look like she likes the idea very much, and even though I’m not sure I do either, I have to do something. I picked accounting because I’m good with numbers and needed a job. But it’s possibly the most boring job ever. 

      I’m flailing right now trying to grab on to something. I can’t live at home forever, but I think my parents have it very much in their minds that you don’t move out until you’re married. They can be a little old-fashioned at times, and traditions are a must for them. 

      

      We talk some more about what options I have, and it doesn't take us long to finish off our food. I start to pack up our stuff, not wanting to hold the table when the place is so busy. When I go to drop our trays, I see Nathan out of the corner of my eye, and a chill goes down my spine. 

      I dump the trays and look over toward him and see he’s staring right at me. This is the third time in the last few weeks I’ve run into him. Then I see the blonde he cheated on me with standing beside him. 

      I want to get out of here. 

      For a second I think he’s following me, because that’s too many times to run into the same person. I doubt someone would stalk me with their new girlfriend in tow, but I wouldn’t put anything past him. 

      I don’t feel anything toward him romantically, but when I see him I have this resentment I can’t let go of. I hate the way seeing him makes me feel—it ruins my whole mood. 

      When I get back to our table, Pumpkin is standing up and has a sour look on her face. She has all our bags in her hands, and I have no doubt she sees Nathan. 

      “Let’s roll,” I say, taking some of the bags from her. 

      She nods in agreement, but under her breath, she says, “He’s watching you.” 

      “I know.” I can feel it, and it gives me the creeps. So I do the only thing I can right now, and we go home.
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          Frost

        

      

    

    
      I hear Cookie and Pumpkin come into the house with packages, and I get up from the couch and go to help. Cookie scowls at me as if daring me to help her, and I smile at her as I take a bag, almost forcefully. 

      “Thank you,” Pumpkin says, moving between us. I’m not sure which one of us she’s trying to protect. 

      “Dinner will be late,” Miller announces when he walks into the kitchen. 

      “Why, what happened?” Pumpkin asks as she sets down her bags. “I ordered it to be delivered right now. My parents are on the way.” 

      Pumpkin likes to host family dinners at their home, and I like to be here because Cookie always comes. 

      “They have a sick delivery driver. We must pick it up.” 

      “I’ll go,” Cookie volunteers, grabbing her keys and going for the door. 

      “Good, you can help Frost,” Miller says, and Cookie stops in her tracks. 

      “I already said I would go.” I shrug, and she looks even more annoyed than she did when she came in. 

      “I’m sure you can handle it.” I can see her trying to get out of it, and I shake my head. 

      “It’s a really big order,” Pumpkin interjects. “Mom and Dad will be here any second.” 

      “Fine.” She grinds her teeth as she walks past me and out the front door. 

      I catch up with her, and when she sees the driver at the curb, she turns to me and scowls. “We can take my car.” 

      “Nyet.” I open the car door, and she hesitates for a second before deciding the fight isn’t worth it. 

      Once inside the car, I turn to her and smile. “Did you enjoy shopping?” 

      She shrugs and looks out the window. I can see something is on her mind, but Cookie isn’t one to be pushed into answers. 

      “Did you buy me a present?” 

      That gets a reaction, and she turns to me with a smile tugging at her lips. “No.” She raises her nose a little like a brat, and I get hard. 

      “I have a present for you.” Her eyes glance at my crotch and then back up at me. “Your mind is filthy. Although my present is…” I hesitate as I lick my lips. “Generous.” 

      

      “I don’t want anything from you.” She turns again to look out of the window. 

      “Perhaps you would like a repeat of the bathroom instead?” I take her hand in mine, and she flinches like she’s going to pull it away, but I hold her close. “Are you still bleeding?” 

      “No,” she snaps and tries to tug her hand away.

      I make a tsking sound as I pull her close to me. “I am disappointed I didn’t get to enjoy you more like that.” 

      “You’re the filthy one.” She raises her chin again in that smug way, and I wrap my arms around her. 

      “Only for you, kiska.” When I lean in close, she turns her head away but reveals her neck to me. “Why do you fight this?” 

      I brush my nose along her throat before I trace my lips along the same path. She shivers in my arms and clings to my shirt. 

      “Because I don’t want it.” 

      “You lie to me and to yourself.” I put one hand behind her knee, and with just a slight tug she moves onto my lap and straddles me. “Is your body so eager to be rid of me?” I shake my head. “I think not.” 

      “If this is what you want, we can keep this simple.” She shrugs, and I try to hide my smile. 

      “An arrangement?” I raise an eyebrow at her, and she nods. Again I stifle my smile because there is no world that exists where she is not mine. 

      “You want to have sex?” 

      “Da,” I answer thickly, grabbing her ass and grinding her against my cock. She moans softly for a moment before she swallows and gathers her thoughts. 

      “Then what if we just do that? You know, get it out of our system.” 

      I place my hand at the nape of her neck and then tighten my grip in her hair as I pull her close. “Do I look like a man that is eager to get you out of my system?” I use my other hand to feel the weight of her heavy breast before I pinch her nipple. “Are you so excited by the thought of throwing me away?” 

      Anger takes hold, and I turn and pin her on the seat below me. Her eyes widen as I shove myself between her legs, hard and heavy. 

      “I will not pretend that you are mine while in my bed but you are a stranger when we are with family.”

      I look down at her body under me and shake my head. “You are not disposable, kiska.” 

      

      Tears form in her eyes, and I lean down to kiss them away. Then my mouth moves lower until our lips touch and I can no longer hold myself back. She moans when I hold her possessively and thrust against her. Our clothes are an irritation between us, but right now all I need her to feel is my need. 

      Her hands come up to cup my face, and she opens her mouth for me. I feel her tongue touch mine, and it only spikes my excitement. We kiss for a long time, her body melting against me and our hands desperately clinging. 

      “I think the car has stopped,” she says softly between kisses, and I nod. 

      “Da,” I answer before kissing her once again. 

      She laughs, pressing her hands to my chest, and I lean back to look at her. “Let’s go get the food before it gets cold.” 

      I sigh and kiss her again quickly because I don’t want to stop. But then I sit up and open the door and then help her out of the car. I still have her hand in mine, and she smiles as we enter the restaurant. When we go in, I tell them the name, and everyone scrambles to help us carry it out. 

      “Damn, Pumpkin wasn’t lying when she said it was a lot of food.” 

      “I’m hungry,” I say to her, squeezing her ass hard. 

      She laughs as we exit, but then the sound is drowned out by the shrill voice of the woman in front of me. 

      “Frost, oh my gosh, of course I would run into you here. We were just heading into Pierre’s,” Chel says as she steps forward. I see my mother behind her, and I’m so busy scowling at her that I don’t realize Chel has run up and put her arms around me. 

      I can’t move fast enough and feel her lips on my cheek as I stumble back and try to get out of the way. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Cookie watching the exchange with narrowed eyes. 

      “Darling, it’s good you’re here. Chel and I are going over themes for the engagement party and the groom really should be present,” my mother says, her voice as cold as ice. 

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up because suddenly this all feels planned. How did she know I would be here at this exact moment? 

      Cookie rushes past me and into the back of the car. I push away from Chel and my mother, desperate to get to Cookie. 

      “If you get in this car, I will leave and take a taxi home,” Cookie warns. 

      I stare at the hurt in her eyes and the wall she’s building even as I try to plead with her. 

      “This is not what you think. You must talk to your sister. She knows the truth.” 

      “Oh, I plan on it,” she spits as her hurt morphs into anger. “But I won’t chance another moment where you can put your hands on me.” 

      She gets into the car and slams the door, and as much as I want to rush in after her, I think of Pumpkin and her words. She told me to be patient and to not push Cookie. That the more I push her to be with me, the harder she will fight against it. Although it pains me, I don’t stop the car as it pulls away from the curb, and I stand there on the sidewalk watching it go. 

      “What have you done?” The question doesn’t come from me but from my mother. 

      I turn around and see her watching the entire exchange with a smug smile. She lifts a shoulder as she walks closer, and I begin to shake with rage. 

      “If you don’t start playing by my rules, someone is going to get hurt.” 

      With that, she takes Chel by the arm and begins to talk excitedly about party plans as they enter the restaurant.
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          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      “Where is Frost?” my sister asks as the driver helps me get all the food from the car. I hear her mumble something about Frost needing Christmas lights on his house as we go back inside. 

      I have the strange urge to know what the inside of his home looks like even though I want to smack him. I can’t help but wonder which side of Frost is reflected in his home. Would it be simple and without clutter, or would it be decorated? Of course, an unwanted longing to be the woman who gets to do that hits me hard. Even while I’m mad at him, I still have these thoughts. 

      “He ran into someone. I’m sure he’ll be back soon.” I’m actually not sure if that’s a lie or not. I was surprised he didn’t force his way into the car but instead stayed behind.

      “Ran into who?”

      I shrug, not really wanting to talk about it right now. Mom and Dad are here so this isn't the time. 

      Why is it that Frost telling me to talk to my sister makes me not want to? I think it’s spite. I’m just being petty. It doesn’t matter right now anyway because our parents are here and everyone wants to eat. 

      “The food is getting cold,” I remind her. 

      She stares at me for a long minute, but then Mom comes in the kitchen and gives me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Little does she know she saved me from an interrogation. 

      “Did you order the whole restaurant, Pumpkin?” Mom says with a laugh as we start to open everything and get it placed on the table. Normally I love family dinners and how Mom and Dad have kept so many traditions alive. Now Pumpkin is doing the same, and it’s so special. 

      When I was younger they would drive me crazy at times, but now that I’m older I get it. I want to be able to carry them on too.

      “Should we wait for Frost?” Pumpkin asks when everyone starts to sit down at the table. She tilts her head to the side, giving me a pointed look that is so much like Mom. I could do without that passing through the family, because Pumpkin is nailing it right now. 

      “We don’t know how long he’ll be. He seemed to have his hands full.” I try to keep the anger out of my voice, but again my sister studies me. She can read me too well, and I both love and hate it. I dig into the food so everyone else will too and so I can look away from my sister. 

      “I’ll be right back. Eat, krasota.” Miller kisses the top of my sister’s head before stepping out of the dining room. I have no doubt it’s to call or text his brother, so I eat faster. 

      I have a feeling Frost will be coming along soon. Part of me hopes he shows up, but the other part isn’t ready to face him. I expected him to call for another car, but what if he went back into the restaurant and stayed to talk to them? My mind is still swirling over the word engagement.

      The older woman said the groom should be there, intimating that Frost was the groom. 

      There’s no way…but the woman named Chel seemed to know Frost well enough. It was like a stab to my heart when I saw her wrap herself around him and kiss his cheek as if she had every right to. She acted as if it was the way they always greeted each other. It wasn't the kiss on the cheek that bothered me the most but the way she tried to push her body into his. 

      He quickly pushed her aside, which made me wonder a few things. Frost might not be into public displays of affection, or he did it because I was there to see it. What if I hadn't been there at all? How would it have played out then? 

      One thing I do know for sure is that seeing that small gesture by this Chel person hurt more than when I walked in on my ex getting a blowjob. One he said he was getting because he needed the release. He’d actually tried to make me feel guilty about it, but it didn’t work.

      Nathan said I was cold whenever he tried to move past a small makeout session. Men have needs, I believe were his words. When Nathan and I kissed, I didn't feel anything. I thought maybe I just didn't like sex or something, at least until Frost. When he kissed me, it was like my body was consumed with lust and need. I’d never felt more alive than when Frost touched me.

      I’m torn between eating fast to get out of here or lingering to make sure he does come back. Both are ridiculous because I shouldn't care what he’s doing. 

      There’s nothing frosty about the way Frost kissed me. When he got mad at the idea of keeping us a secret, I almost broke right there. I think he might have weakened me, but I’m trying to quickly rebuild my walls with shaky hands.

      “How was the mall?” Mom asks. “Did you get the rest of your shopping done?” 

      “I can’t wait for white elephant this year. With more people it’s going to be extra fun,” Pumpkin answers her, and I stay quiet. 

      “My brother is not engaged,” Miller says as he sits down at the table. 

      “Engaged?” my dad echoes, sounding mad about it. 

      “Nyet, my mother is up to her old games.” 

      Pumpkin rolls her eyes, and I wonder if that’s the older woman I saw. Wow. I know they don’t have a normal family dynamic from what I understand, but why would his mother do that? Pumpkin called their mom a snake one time, and I felt bad that they didn't have loving parents like we have. But maybe there’s more to this story than Pumpkin ever told me. 

      He might not be engaged, but he knew that woman, Chel. They have history, and for all I actually know they could have a present too. My head is too much of a mess to deal with more Frost today. I need to be on my A game with him, and right now I’m not. 

      

      I finish eating and pop up from my chair. “Dinner was wonderful, but I really should get going. I have another present I need to pick up before the store closes. I couldn't pick it up before because Pumpkin was with me,” I explain, and it’s not a lie. I do need to pick up the gift that came to mind today when we were shopping. 

      I rush around giving everyone goodbyes because our family acts like we might never see the person again when we leave. 

      When I’m finally out the door, I let out a sigh of relief as I get out my keys and into my car. 

      I’m safe, for tonight at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Frost

        

      

    

    
      My driver pulls up outside her parents’ house, but when I look around I only see her car. I tell him to park down the street and wait for me because I don’t want them seeing us here in their home alone. 

      I walk around the back of the house and try the patio door. It’s locked, so I reach along the top edge of the doorframe for the key. My fingers graze it, and I shake my head as I unlock the door and put it back. I need to remind her parents about safety, but I’ll do it after I’m gone. 

      When I get inside, I stand in the kitchen and listen for a moment to see if I can figure out where she is. It’s completely dark downstairs, but in the distance I hear water running. I take the stairs nearly two at a time as I make my way to the noise. 

      The bedroom door is closed but isn’t locked. I sneak in and close it behind me. The door to the en suite bathroom on the other side of the room is cracked and the shower’s on. I hear her in there, and my cock swells as I move closer. 

      By the time I make it to the door, the water has shut off. I ease it open and it quietly reveals her standing there completely naked and soaking wet. I lick my lips as she reaches for her towel and quickly hides all of her beauty from me. 

      “Are you running from me, kiska?”

      She screams and nearly slips, but I’m there to catch her and pull her against me. 

      “Get out of here! What are you doing?”

      I look down at her where she holds the towel between us and smile. “Chasing you. Isn’t that what you want?” 

      “No,” she snaps quickly, but it’s too quick, and we both know it’s a lie. 

      “You didn’t give me time to explain.” There’s hurt in her eyes as she jerks away from my hold and moves past me. I get an eyeful of her big round ass and she spins around to cover it. 

      “I want you to leave.” That stubborn chin of her rises and it almost brings me to my knees. Does she know the power she has over me? 

      “Nyet.” I step forward, and she steps back. 

      “I’ll call the cops,” she threatens, and I shake my head. 

      “No, you will not.” I take another step forward, and she backs into the sink behind her. 

      “Frost.” Her voice is shaky as I bring a hand up and trace the curve of her face I love so much. 

      “Why do you fight me?” 

      

      “Who was that woman?” she demands, and the fire in her eyes makes me burn for her. I don’t miss that she’s changing the subject. 

      “A woman my mother is demanding that I marry.” She blinks a few times at me, and perhaps she’s surprised by my honesty. “I know her from when I was younger. Her family is connected, and my parents leech off of their friendship.” 

      “Oh.” Cookie looks around like she’s trying to decide where to put her anger. 

      “Kiska.” I take her chin in my hand and force her to look at me. “She is nothing to me, only a weapon to my mother.” 

      “Why is your mom doing that? And why would that woman agree to it? It seems sad and desperate to chase after someone that doesn't want you.” 

      “I am not entirely sure that Chel knows this is manipulation.” I shrug as I trace the edge of her jaw with my thumbs. “My mother will do anything to get what she wants, including arranging a false marriage. I don’t know the lengths she’ll go to in order to have me bend, but I know that when she wants something bad enough, she will use force.” 

      “I’m sorry, I—” 

      “Nyet.” I cut her off. “I am sorry that I didn’t explain sooner what she is capable of. But know that I would never do anything to hurt you.” 

      “Frost.” She lets out a long sigh. “I still don’t think this is a good idea.” 

      “That’s easy,” I whisper, leaning in and licking a drop of water off her neck. “Don’t think, just feel.” 

      I move my mouth lower and over her collarbone. I kiss her there and drink in the water that clings to her soft skin. She closes her eyes, and her head falls back. I take the towel between us and toss it away. 

      Her breasts are bare, and I put my face between them as I lick the curve of them and the shell of her nipples. She moans as I tease her and graze my teeth over the tight peak. Her body responds as they pucker, and my mouth waters to taste them. 

      “So perfect,” I tell her in Russian as I lose all ability to translate. I can’t think when her naked body is before me, and I fall to my knees in front of her. 

      My hands grip the width of her hips, and I suck on her nipples one after the other. Her fingers dig into my hair as I keep doing it until she rolls her hips forward, demanding attention there too. 

      I kiss my way down her stomach and bite the little curve of her belly. She hisses when I graze my teeth lower and then put my hand on the back of her thigh. I pull it up and rest it on my shoulder as I open her for my mouth. 

      

      “Kiska, you smell like petals.” I trace my knuckle over her lower lips, looking up at her. She watches me with wide eyes as I place a kiss there. “You are soft like roses here.” 

      “Frost.” She grips my hair, silently begging me to give her what she needs. 

      In this moment there is nothing I would deny her. Not my mouth, my cock, my soul. 

      “Da, I will give you what you want, kiska.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      Want isn't the word I’d use. What I need is for him to make me cum. I have one hand digging into his hair and the other braced on the sink behind me. I can’t pull my eyes away from Frost as his warm breath tickles my sex. My nipples are so hard it’s almost painful, which I never knew was a thing. How can something hurt and feel good at the same time? 

      If he’ll give me anything I want, then why isn't he? My body is screaming for it, and he knows it. I need to cum like the last time we were in a bathroom together. I’ve tried to give myself that relief since then, but my fingers were never going to be as good as his. I try and push his head against me, but he doesn’t move. 

      “Ask for it.” He blows on my sex, making me whimper. He nips my thigh when I try to get closer. 

      “Please, Frost.” I start to beg because there’s no fighting this man. When he gets his hands on me, I lose all control. 

      “Please what?” His words are lazy, and there’s no urgency to them at all. He blows on my sex again, and I want to smack him. It’s not exactly possible with his head between my legs, but I’m desperate. 

      “Make me cum!” I shout. 

      I know it’s not going to take much to send me over the edge. I’d already been thinking about him when I was in the shower, playing out one of the many fantasies I’ve had about him. I couldn't get myself off today when I normally can without a problem. This time there was nothing, my body went on strike, but now that he’s here, the floodgates are open. 

      “Anything for you, kiska,” he says before he buries his face against my sex. 

      I knew I was close, because the first time his tongue slides across my clit, I cum. My fingers tighten in his hair, and my face flushes with heat. I don’t know if it’s from the orgasm or the embarrassment of cumming so quickly. 

      He says something in Russian before he’s on me again. His tongue swipes quickly over my clit before sucking it into his mouth. 

      “Stop,” I beg him because my clit is too sensitive. My whole body jerks at the sensation; it’s one I’ve never felt before. He gives me a few more licks, his eyes locking with mine. 

      “Do you really want me to stop?” 

      Stop? Why on earth would he ever stop? 

      “No!” I blurt out. 

      

      My body is still as needy as it was before the orgasm, and that’s all the encouragement he needs to hear before his mouth is back on me. When he pushes his tongue inside my body, my hips thrust forward. He keeps thrusting it in and out of me as if he’s fucking me, and I cry out. He pulls his mouth away and replaces his tongue with a finger as he goes back to licking my clit. 

      “Frost,” I breathe. I’ve never felt anything so wonderful before.

      He adds another finger, and I keep rocking my hips with each thrust. I enjoy the small burn I feel as he makes both fingers fit inside. I close my eyes and picture him on top of me. It’s not his fingers making me feel so full; instead it’s his cock. 

      “Eyes on me, kiska, or I stop.” I open my eyes at his warning. “I want you to know who is doing this to your body. Who put that look on your face. I want to know you’re thinking of me and only me.” 

      Who the hell else would I be thinking of? The man takes up all my thoughts. It doesn't matter if he’s eating me out or not. It’s been that way since I first laid my eyes on him at Thanksgiving. 

      My sister asked me to take a drink to Frost. He’d only just gotten there, and I’d been in the kitchen cooking. When I walked into the living room, his eyes locked with mine. I could see the irritation that was on his face slip away and a smirk form on his lips. I’d initially thought he wanted into my pants and that he was being charming to get lucky. I’m still not sure what the hell he wants, but if it’s getting into my pants, he’s getting it. 

      When I watch us in the mirror, I see my face is flushed, but there’s something else there in my eyes. For the first time in my life, I feel sexy. Not cute or adorable like people often say, but sexy and powerful. 

      Frost devours me, and I look down so I can watch him make me cum. Another orgasm pushes down on me, and I hear him groan like he’s getting as much pleasure as I am. The sound of his groan sends me over the edge, and I cry out his name. 

      The pleasure hums through my body, and I can’t do anything but lie back and let it happen. My whole body goes lax as Frost lifts me into his arms. He carries me into my bedroom and lays me down. 

      I open my eyes to look up at him, but he didn't turn on the light. Thankfully, the moonlight coming through my window is enough to light up my room and I can see him clearly. 

      He stares at me for a long moment. I came twice, and seeing him over me like this, I still want more. I even want to do something to him. It’s unfair that I’m naked and he’s got all his clothes on. I want to know what he looks like under all the suits he wears, and I want his naked body against mine. 

      He starts to say something, but the sound of the garage door opening gets our attention. My mom and dad are home. 

      

      Russian words spill from his lips, and then those lips are on mine a moment later. The kiss is hard, and I can feel that he’s telling me this is far from over. 

      I watch as he goes over to my window and opens it. “Sleep, kiska. You don’t have many more nights here.” 

      Then he’s gone out my window. I jump up from my bed and rush over to look out, but I don’t see him anywhere. I close the window and lock it as an empty feeling settles in my chest.

      Mom calls my name, and I rush into bed, pulling the covers over me. A few moments later I hear my door open, but I keep my eyes closed. It closes quickly, and I let out a sigh of relief. We could have been caught…why does the thrill of that turn me on? 

      It’s Frost. Everything always goes back to him. He’s starting to own parts of me, and I don’t think I’ll ever get them back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Frost

        

      

    

    
      “More coffee?” Cookie’s mother Rose asks, and I nod. 

      “Da, please.” Her father Winter is on the other side of the table eating some of the treats I brought them this morning. 

      “I think the cinnamon ones are my favorite,” he decides but then takes another bite of the maple. 

      “Next time we will have to drive to the other side of town.” I lean in close as if we are sharing a secret. “I hear they have a blueberry cheesecake.” 

      “Don’t tease me, son,” he laughs, but when he calls me son, something in my chest tightens. 

      I’m close with Cookie’s family because of Miller and Pumpkin. I’m especially close with her father Winter because of our shared love of donut holes. He’s got a sweet tooth almost as big as mine, but the fun has been in exploring places that specialize in them. 

      If Cookie were not in the picture, I would still want to spend time with her family. The fact that they are her parents is an added bonus. My only worry is that they may realize that I’m not good enough for her, and I wouldn’t blame them. I worry I’m not good enough for her either. 

      I hear her coming down the stairs, and my heart warms. Just being in her home surrounded by those that love her makes me feel better. But seeing her is like taking a breath of fresh air after being in a coal mine all day. 

      Her messy hair is piled on top of her head, and she’s in an old ratty bathrobe. I smile as I sit at the table and wait for her to see me. 

      “Morning,” she yawns as she walks over to the coffee pot. “I’ve got the worst gas.” 

      I smother a burst of laughter when she spins around and faces me with a look of horror on her face. 

      “Good morning,” I say, and her face brightens as she scowls at her parents. 

      “Nobody could warn me?” She throws her hands up, and I walk over to give her a hug. 

      She buries her face in my chest as her parents fall into fits of laughter. 

      “I would like the floor to open up and swallow me,” she mumbles against my chest. 

      “Nyet.” I shake my head when she finally looks up at me. “Then you would not be here for me to tease.” 

      “You will never let me live this down, will you?” 

      I smile, not answering as I lean down and kiss her forehead. For a moment she stiffens as she looks to her parents, but at that moment they pretend to be preoccupied with tasting the donut holes. 

      

      “Why are you here?” She leans back as if realizing I’m in her house. 

      “I wanted to spend the day with you. Your mother says you are free,” I say matter-of-factly. 

      “Oh, am I?” She peers around me, but once again Rose is ignoring her, humming softly to herself while wiping down the counter. 

      “I’m a little busy.” She shrugs and tries to pull away. 

      “Get dressed or I’m taking you like this.” I lean in close and put my lips to her ear. “Which I wouldn’t mind.” 

      She pulls her robe closed and pretends to huff, but I can see her fighting a smile. I let her go, and she walks up the stairs and into her bedroom. 

      “I’ve always said it’s going to take a strong man to love that one,” Winter says as he leans back in his seat and reads the newspaper. 

      “Da.” I nod, taking my seat across from him again. “She was raised by a strong man.” 

      When he looks up, he smiles at me, and I have to look down at my hands. I was never close to my own father, but I would be proud to be considered Winter’s son. 
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      Cookie walks ahead of me on the sidewalk, and I reach out and take her hand. “Wait, look at this one.” I point to the window display, and this one has little houses with people ice skating around them. “It looks so real.” 

      “Okay, this one is my favorite,” she says, moving in close.

      “You have said that about the last dozen.” 

      She beams up at me as she tugs me to the next one. “I can’t help it if they’re all so beautiful. Oh! This one is a hot cocoa fountain!” 

      She bounces on the balls of her feet, and I’ve never seen her so happy. We’ve spent the day walking around the streets of downtown and looking in the store windows. All of the businesses here convert their storefronts during the holidays, creating festive and imaginative displays.

      I heard Cookie mention a few weeks ago that she hadn’t gone to see them since she was little. I don’t have many special memories from my childhood, and I thought I could borrow some of hers. I’ve spent the day imagining what it would be like to see her as a little girl with this kind of excitement. I’m not sure my heart could handle it. 

      Glancing up and down the street, I take her hand and lead her to a side alley between the buildings. When I take her by the hips and push her against the building, she looks up at me with mischievous eyes. 

      “What are you doing?” she whispers as I lean in close. 

      

      “Trying to control myself.” When I kiss her, she opens for me, and I taste the sweet gingerbread she had when we were ice skating. 

      I grab her ass with both hands, and she moans into my mouth. 

      “My ass is still sore from falling.” 

      “I told you I would kiss it better.” I rub my nose against hers, and she laughs. “Stay with me tonight, kiska. Let me kiss you again.” I cup her pussy over her jeans, and she pushes into my hand. “You are needy for me?” 

      “What do you expect? I’ve been staring at a hot Russian all day who keeps buying anything I look at for more than three seconds and can’t keep his hands off me.” 

      “You deserve to be spoiled.” I kiss her again, and her arms come up around my neck. 

      All day she’s melted the icy wall she had between us. I don’t know what made the turn for her, but now that she is supple in my arms, I don’t want to lose this. I’m afraid that a night away will make her change her mind, and I can’t start over. I’m desperate for her to melt into my arms and stay in my bed forever. 

      “Yes, but you can’t just buy me jewels. What on earth am I going to do with a tiara?” 

      My smile is wicked as I look down her body. “It would please me to see you dripping in diamonds.” I cock my head to the side. “And nothing else.” 

      We stay in the alcove for a long time just kissing and touching. I want more, but we are in a public place, and waiting will make it all the sweeter. 

      “Let me feed you,” I say, giving her one more quick kiss before I take her hand and pull her back out onto the street. 

      “Suddenly I’m starving.” She winks at me, and I love the playful side she’s been showing me today. 

      There’s a little taco restaurant at the end of the block, and we go inside. You have to order at the counter and then take your food to the table, so I step back and look at the menu. “What would you like, kiska?” 

      She hums as she reads over her options and then turns to me and smiles. “Surprise me. I need to run to the restroom.” 

      “So you trust me?” I hedge, pulling her close. 

      “Da,” she answers, and my blood heats. 

      “You should run, little kitten, before I eat you right here in the middle of the restaurant.” 

      

      I watch her go and then wait in line to order. I decide to order a lot of tacos so that there is sure to be something she likes. The man behind the register looks at me funny when I ask for so many, but I pay and smile because nothing could spoil my good mood. 

      I grab our drinks and take a seat by the window to wait for our food. I keep glancing back at the restroom, hoping she won’t be much longer, but when they deliver the tacos, I know it’s been too long. I tell the guy at the register to keep an eye on our food as I go to the back in search of Cookie. 

      There are two restrooms, and both are marked as unisex. I knock on the first door and it swings open. There’s no one inside. When I get to the next one, it’s locked, and I knock softly. 

      “Cookie, are you all right?” I call, but after a second or two I don’t hear an answer. I knock again, louder this time. “Cookie, are you okay?” 

      I turn the handle harder and I hear the metal groan. I beat on the door, and when there’s no response, I shove my shoulder against it to break it open. The bathroom light is on but there’s no one inside, and my chest tightens. 

      “Cookie!” I call, spinning around, and panic begins to set in. Beside the restrooms is the exit and I rush through the back door to see if she’s out there. To my horror I see her at the end of the alley being carried over someone’s shoulder and thrown into the back of a van. 

      I shout in Russian as I run as fast as I can, but they’re too far away. My lungs burn, and I scream for her as the van door closes and the vehicle squeals out of sight. For one moment I clench my fists at my side because there’s only one person who would go to any lengths to get what they want. 

      I just hope my mother is prepared for my wrath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      My whole body feels heavy, and it’s a struggle to even open my eyes. What the heck happened to me? I lift my hand to try and rub the sleep out of them, but it’s difficult. The smell of flowers fills my nose, and it’s not one I’m familiar with. When my eyes finally come to focus, I’m staring up at a white canopy over the bed. I've always wanted one of those, but it only reinforces my belief that I'm not home. Maybe I’m at Frost’s house?

      I sit up and glance around the room to see fresh flowers sitting on the nightstand. The bedroom reminds me of one that would be found in a giant mansion, one that’s older but kept up to date. I swing my legs over the side, and with a quick sweep of the room, I know this isn't Frost’s home. While this is historic, the room doesn't fit right. 

      Holding on to the bed, I try to get my bearings as a blank spot fills my mind. I spent the day with Frost and it was magical. Everything about it was perfect, and I’d gotten to see Frost in a new light. I’d even let my walls crumble because I knew it was too late. Frost has his hooks in me, and I want to keep them there. After that special day, there was no protecting my heart anymore. 

      Big, heavy curtains cover the windows, and I walk over and pull them aside. Staring out, I see only darkness and nothing else. This isn't Frost’s house at all, and I jerk back around when I hear a door open. When I see Nathan standing there, a chill creeps down my spine. It’s then I see he’s not alone. The woman I saw with Frost, Chel, is beside him, and I stare at her. How can I not remember what happened? 

      I try to back up, but there isn't anywhere to actually go. It’s clear that whatever is happening can’t be good. From behind Nathan, Frost’s mom pushes him to the side and comes into the room. She is as polished and put together as the first time I saw her, and she emanates old money. Nothing about her appearance is out of place, and there isn't a wrinkle on the woman's face either. Her expression never changes, which is the most terrifying part. 

      “What is wrong with my sons? They have the worst taste in women.” Frost’s mom purses her lips as her eyes scan over me.

      “They like them on the plump side,” Chel chimes in, scrunching her nose. Nathan doesn't say anything, he just keeps staring at me. But the look in his eyes has my blood running cold. 

      Then flashes of what happened come rushing back. I’d gone to the bathroom in the restaurant and I ran into him. He tried to talk to me, but I don’t remember what he was saying before I felt the needle he put into my throat. After that, everything went black. 

      I’ve been kidnapped. Holy shit. I’ve actually been kidnapped. 

      “What do you want?” If they wanted me dead, I’m guessing they could have killed me outright. My stomach drops at the thought. 

      “This falls on your shoulders, Cookie, and this doesn't have to be difficult. You might even make it home for Christmas,” his mother says, and I feel sick. 

      I didn't think my stomach could drop any more, but it does. Christmas is still a few days away. They’re planning to keep me for a few days? 

      “You stay here and out of the way. Frost will marry Chel, and once that’s done, I’ll release you.” She makes it sound so simple, but there’s no way she’s going to force Frost to do anything.

      “To me,” Nathan chimes in as a creepy smile forms on his face. The same one I’ve been seeing every time I run into him. 

      How the heck are these three people working together? Frost’s mother must have dug into my past and found him. He looks all too willing to be a part of their plan, and I still can’t believe this is happening. I don’t want to think what would happen to me if she handed me over to Nathan like a toy.

      “Go stand with her, Nathan. I want a few pictures,” Frost’s mother orders. 

      I stiffen the closer he gets to me. How did I ever let myself date this jerk? He pulls me close, and I push against him as I try to get away. I’m not strong enough and panic starts to close in on me. 

      “Enough.” Nathan gives my ass a squeeze before letting me go. 

      I catch Chel glaring at Nathan, and I wonder what the hell I’ve gotten mixed up with. 

      “That should be enough to put some fire under Frost. Make sure you’re ready, Chel. I’m sure you’ll be getting married tomorrow.” 

      With that she leaves, but Nathan and Chel don't move. 

      “You didn't have to get so handsy with her,” Chel hisses at Nathan. “Are you in love with her?” 

      “What the fuck? You’re marrying someone else tomorrow.” 

      I notice he doesn't deny it as Chel huffs a breath, showing her displeasure. I think these two should be together and leave the rest of us alone. It’s awkward to watch two people fight. More so when you’re a part of their problem. 

      “What’s so great about her?” She motions to me. “If you ask me, she needs to lay off the cookies.” She tries to make a play on my name but fails. I think Chel fails a lot in life. 

      “She’s sweet,” is all Nathan says at first. 

      I think once upon a time I was sweet, but then it hits me that Frost isn't getting my sweet. Nathan soured me on love and relationships, and I’ve let him have way too much control over my decisions. I changed after him and stopped dating after that. We aren't even together anymore, and I’ve given him that control. 

      Not anymore. 

      Frost has been paying for Nathan’s sins, but I won’t let it keep happening. Tears sting my eyes because even through all of this, Frost never stopped trying. He kept pushing to get close to me, which only makes me love him more. 

      “Sweet.” Chel rolls her eyes. “I was supposed to get both of the Ranov men. Now I only get Frost. Although I do think he’s the better of the two.” I hate that I agree with Chel on something. 

      “You were going to be with both of them?” Nathan asks. I kind of want to ask if she’s ever been with Frost. Jealousy is eating me up inside at the thought of her marrying my Frost. 

      “That was the plan,” she admits as the corners of her mouth pull down.

      “You really get around the block.” Nathan’s face turns to disgust. 

      “Back it up, Nathan. You’re a whore, so don’t slut shame.” They both turn to look at me as if they forgot I was here. 

      Crap. Why am I drawing attention to myself? 

      “You enjoyed going around my block this morning.” Chel lifts her chin higher as she says it. 

      Between her heels and already being as tall as Nathan, he has to look up at her. He once told me that one of the reasons he asked me out was because I was short. I thought it was an odd reason, but the truth is he never wanted anyone to look down on him. Right now he’s not getting that. 

      “I’ll be enjoying a virgin soon enough.” He turns his head to lock eyes with me. 

      The urge to vomit hits me. I was already pretty close to it because I could still smell Nathan's cologne on me. Chel grabs his arm to get his attention. 

      “She doesn't belong to you yet.” I think she’s only protecting me because she doesn't want Nathan to have me. The jealousy is in her eyes. Nathan and Frost are so different—how could she want both? 

      “Soon.” He shakes off her hold. “Very soon.” He licks his lips as his eyes roam over me. Then he turns and leaves the room, with Chel following him. I hear the lock click into place, and my heart sinks. 

      I don’t think they truly understand what they’ve done here. They are playing with the Ranov men, and they should know better. Frost will be coming for me, I have no doubt about that. 

      My only fear is what might happen to me before he gets here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Frost

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Miller answers on the first ring. 

      “She’s taken Cookie,” I growl as I hit the gas. “I’m almost home.” 

      “I’ll be waiting outside.” 

      When I make the turn on our street, I see him walking off his porch and down the steps, zipping up his black hoodie. 

      “Did you see where they were going?” he asks me in Russian as he looks behind us to see if we’re being followed. 

      “Nyet.” I bang my hand on the steering wheel, and he reaches into my glove box. 

      He takes out the blade there and tucks it into his boot. “Tell me what happened.” 

      This is one of the things that I love most about my twin. He knows by the ring of my phone call that something is wrong and that he needs to come with me. We have a shared sense of purpose and the only other time I’ve felt this is with Cookie. 

      I explain to him about the restaurant and what I saw, and he agrees that it has to be our mother. She left me with a threat the other night, and there is no chance she doesn’t have her claws in this. 

      “We should have a plan before we go in.” He places his hand on my shoulder, and I want to shed tears of anger. 

      “I want to end her,” I admit and then shake my head. “For years she has held us at arm’s length, always using guilt and deception to get what she wants. I’m finished with it.” 

      “Listen to me,” he says quietly, but I hear the deadly tone in his voice. “We will get her back.” 

      I swallow hard as I make the turn down our parents’ driveway. It’s the home where we spent some of our young years before they shipped us off to Europe. We came home as little as possible after that. 

      “There is nothing I won’t do to make that happen,” I admit as I take the knife Miller holds out for me. “Even if that means I have to disappear for a while.” 

      Pain slashes across his eyes but he nods. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for my Pumpkin.” 

      I pull up in front of the house, and we get out. I tuck the knife in the back of my jeans as we walk up to the entrance. Before a maid can open the door, I raise my boot and kick the fucking door in. I want them to know right away that I’m not playing. 

      There’s a scream in the distance as a maid drops a tray with tea on it. I see my father look up from his normal position by the fire, but his eyes are glazed over. No doubt he’s drugged out of his mind. Because if he wasn’t, he would already be trying to kill us. 

      “Where is she?” I bellow, and his eyes lower a fraction. He’s already lost interest in us. 

      Once he was such a strong force that Miller and I feared for our lives. We feared for our mother’s as well, but no matter how hard we tried, she refused to leave. After a while we realized that she was just as toxic as he was, and we were happy to be rid of the both of them. She lured us home for the holidays with the guilt that we owed her for leaving her with him. But the more we dug into their business and investments, the more we realized how truly horrible they are. 

      “Oh, look who’s here,” she sing-songs as she walks into the foyer. 

      “Give her back to me and you’ll never hear from me again.” I step forward, my fingers twitching to grab the knife but begging it won’t come to that. “And I won’t seek vengeance.” 

      She clicks her tongue as she shakes her head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Her smile is sickly sweet, and it turns my stomach. 

      “You had Cookie taken.” I take a step forward, and her eyes narrow. “And I want her back.” 

      I feel Miller close on my heels, and I can’t imagine a woman her size isn’t intimidated by our presence. But maybe she’s been rotting for so long she doesn’t feel fear like a normal person would. 

      “Come with me,” she says and turns around, not waiting to see if we follow. 

      She walks past our father in the sitting room without giving him a sideways glance. His eyes are fully closed now, and when I get closer to him, I see prescription bottles scattered around him. 

      I look at Miller, who shakes his head, and we keep walking. We make our way to the back of the house where the sunroom is. It’s surrounded by glass, and there are plants everywhere with a fountain in the corner. This used to be my favorite room in the house, but seeing my mother in it ruins it for me. 

      She takes a seat behind a little desk and smiles like it’s time to conduct business. “This is a simple math equation.” 

      “We will not play games,” Miller interrupts, but Mother keeps going like he hasn’t spoken. 

      “I have something you want, and you have something I want.” She straightens the piece of paper in front of her. “Let’s see if we can make this as simple as possible.” 

      “You tell me where she is and you get to live,” I say through gritted teeth. 

      “Frost, you were always the dramatic one.” She smiles, cocking her head to the side. “I know exactly where she is.” She nudges a piece of paper closer to me, and it’s then I see it’s an upside-down photo. 

      I reach for it, and when I look at the images it’s a punch to the gut. 

      “Lies,” Miller hisses as he looks at the photos. 

      All I can see is another man with his hands all over my precious Cookie, and I vow to rip his arms from his body as payback. 

      “If I get what I want, she’ll be released.” She narrows her eyes, and I can see a tightness in her mouth. “You will marry Chel.” 

      “Nyet.” I shake my head and toss the pictures on her desk. 

      “I don’t think you’ve measured the magnitude of what will happen to her if you don’t.” She taps the photos and then grins. “Because this wolf is hungry.” 

      “What keeps me from marrying Chel and then divorcing her as soon as I get Cookie back?” I place my knuckles on her desk and lean forward. 

      “Because if you try and find her, I’ll make sure the wolf is fed.” She leans in closer in challenge. “And trust me, you don’t want her back after what he’s going to do to her.” 

      I slam my fist on her desk. “So that’s it? I marry Chel and you’ll release her, but if I go after her you’ll have her killed?” 

      “I need you and Chel to marry and produce an heir.” She looks at her manicure like she isn’t blackmailing me. “Once she has a healthy baby, then you’re free to get a divorce and do whatever you want.” She waves her hand dismissively like my life is meaningless to her. 

      “Why?” I hiss, asking the question that I need to understand the most. 

      Miller lets out a humorless laugh from beside me. “For your fortune,” he says, and I glance over at him. “Isn’t that right? If Chel is married and produces a blood heir, then she can ask for half of your billions.” He nods to our mother. “She will take her cut.” 

      She shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Our family money isn’t what it once was after your father squandered it. You boys made billions hand over fist and have never taken care of us. I’ve finally got your attention, and now I’m demanding what’s owed to me.” 

      I huff as I back away. I can’t be this close to her when she’s spouting lies. 

      “You will do as I say.” She rises from her desk and points to the picture. “Or I will slit her throat myself tonight.” 

      “Enough!” I shout, and she doesn’t even flinch. That’s how I know she’s sick enough to do it. 

      “Frost, there is only one choice to be made. Take the deal or leave it.” She shrugs as she comes around the desk and straightens her pink suit. “You have until the morning to decide.” 

      “If you would have asked for the money I would have freely given it,” I say solemnly. “You didn’t have to do this.” 

      “It’s not just about the money. I need Chel to bring me back into the fold. I’ve been outcast from our friends and allies. I need to restore my good name, and Chel is willing to do that for me. As long as she’s compensated.” 

      “You will hear from us,” Miller says, taking my upper arm and pulling me from the room. 

      

      It’s a long drive back to my house and I’m silent the whole time. I know that I would do anything to save Cookie, and that includes sacrificing myself. I must keep her safe at all costs. I just hope she can forgive me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      I sit on the bed, waiting, but every little noise I hear has my heart jumping. I’m scared that Nathan might come back. I was so sure Frost would have burst in here by now. What if he doesn't know yet? 

      I have no idea when his mom was going to tell him she kidnapped me. I don’t see how this crazy idea of hers is going to work. For all I know, Frost thinks I ran again. It’s really not that big of a stretch. 

      I wipe at my cheeks, trying to stop the tears. 

      Let's say he does agree to marry Chel. Then what? If Frost still wants me, there will be no stopping him, unless they threaten him. I bite my bottom lip as it starts to tremble. The idea of him marrying someone else takes the air out of my lungs, and my heart feels heavy. 

      I was so stupid. If I hadn't pushed him away in the beginning, I don’t think any of this would have happened. I’m sure Frost would have had a ring on my finger the second I let it happen, and now when I look down at my bare finger, all I feel is regret. If this plan works, I’ll have to see my Frost married to another woman. 

      Who have I been kidding? All the time I spent running from Frost was pointless. I thought I was trying to protect my heart, but that first day I saw him, I wanted him. I want to be the woman who could get close to him in ways no one else ever could. He’d had me back then already and it wouldn't have mattered if he pressed to be with me or not. He owned my heart from that first moment he lifted his head, and his eyes locked with mine. 

      I jump when the door to the bedroom flies open and I see Frost’s mother. She’s alone this time, but from the smile on her face I think she’s getting what she wants. I wipe away the rest of my tears because I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of making me cry. The woman is a sociopath, and I think she would enjoy it.

      “I think you’re going to make it home in time for Christmas. This year it’s going to be magical.” She’s standing there with a sinister smile, waiting on me to what? Thank her? Yeah, she’s a sociopath. 

      “You got him to agree?” I ask, wanting to know what’s going on. 

      “It was easy really.” She waves her hand as if it was no big deal. “They will marry tomorrow. Then you’ll be free. Well, you’ll be free of me. I have no idea what Nathan wants with you, but you’ll be his problem then.” My skin crawls thinking of Nathan touching me. 

      “I don’t believe you.” I stand up. 

      “Once I showed him the pictures of you and Nathan, his mind was made up.” 

      How is that possible? I was pushing Nathan away, but I wouldn't put it past her to do some Photoshop work on them. “I told him I brought you here to have a chat with you and to show you that Nathan wants you back. When I mentioned that Chel misses him, he left to go talk to her.” 

      Jealousy hits me hard even though I know he wants me. If he wanted Chel, he would have been with her, but I still don’t enjoy the idea of them being around each other at all.

      “Lies.” I shake my head. 

      “I might have thrown in there if he tries to leave Chel and go back to you, the next time I come to see you no one will ever see you again.” The smile on her face grows even bigger. 

      The truth of what she's saying hits me in the stomach. That would get Frost to stay away from me. “Why are you doing this? I love him. Don’t you want your son to be with someone who loves him?” I plead with her. I know it's not going to work, but I have to try. 

      “This is how things are done. You're not cut out to be Frost's wife.” 

      I don’t point out the fact that Miller didn't do what she wanted. I don’t need to draw attention to my sister. She scrunches her nose like she smells something bad. 

      “He’d rip you to pieces, trust me. You’ve known Frost for a few weeks. I’ve known him his whole life.” 

      That is what most people say about Frost, and I’ve seen him in action a few times myself. But I don't get that side of him. I get the side that no one else knows about besides my family. 

      “Why don’t you get some rest? Nathan is going to keep watch on your door for me. If I were you I wouldn’t try to escape. It will be Nathan running after you.” She winks as she goes to the door. “If you can make it past him.” She closes it behind her, and I fall back onto the bed.

      I want to curl into a ball and cry the ache away. I know that's not possible. The only person that can stop it isn't here. I hold myself as I lie there and wonder where he is and what he's doing. 

      At some point I get up and shove a chair under the door in case Nathan really is out in the hallway watching. She could have been lying, but I’m playing it safe. 

      Sleep never comes as the hours pass, and slowly the room starts to fill with light. I left the drapes open because there’s not a clock in here, and I can only guess the time. 

      The sun is high in the sky when I look out the huge window, and all I see is an endless blanket of snow. The sun bounces off of it and makes it painful to look outside. 

      The landscape is sparse and barren, and the only thing making it nice is the snow. This house is miserable on the outside too, and I think about Frost and Miller growing up here. I can see why their exteriors are so hard because I’m guessing it's something they learned to do at a young age. 

      The door handle turns as someone tries to open it, and I hear Chel curse. “I’m coming.” I sigh as I walk over to the door and remove the chair. The door flies open, almost hitting me in the face, and Chel stands there in a wedding dress. 

      Oh god. This is really happening. He’s really going to marry her. Oh god, I’ll have to see them together if he lives next door to my sister. It’s not possible. I’d be so miserable, just like this stupid, overdone house. 

      At least Chel’s dress is horrible. 

      “Listen here.” Chel points a long finger at me, her nails painted blood red. She’s so pretty on the outside, I actually feel a little sorry for her. “You stay away from Nathan. You hear me?” 

      I nod. “I’ve been trying to stay away from him since the day I left him.” Not only is this a miserable house, it’s a crazy house too. 

      Between the lack of sleep and everything else I’ve felt, I start to laugh. The crazy is rubbing off on me. 

      “What’s so funny?” She scowls, but I see weakness in her eyes.

      “Besides the dress?” I say through my laugh, and she glares at me. 

      “I bet you won’t think it's funny when Frost fucks me in it.” 

      My laughter dies in my throat after she hits her target. Her red lips, painted in the same shade as her nails, curl into an evil grin. I’m shocked her overdone lips can even form a smile, but rage like I’ve never felt fills my body. 

      I do the only rational thing I can as I ball up my fist and punch her skinny ass right in the face. 

      The first two punches are all I remember before everything goes black.
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          Frost

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready?” Miller asks, stepping into the room. 

      I straighten my tie and nod. He closes the door behind him and comes closer. He doesn’t say anything as he reaches for my tie and fixes the knot for me. 

      “Are they safe?” I ask in Russian, and he nods. 

      Last night while I was making the call to my mother, Miller took Pumpkin and her parents to a secure location. My chest ached that he had to do that, but protecting them was crucial. We didn’t know what the ramifications of today would be, and it’s better that our mother can’t get her claws into them. 

      “Did Winter call you?” he asks, and it’s my turn to nod. 

      Cookie’s father called me late last night and told me that everything would be okay. I told him I was sorry that I’ve brought this on their family, but he stopped me and told me that all he wanted was his little girl back and for me to bring her home. 

      I was prepared for his anger that I’d let this happen to his daughter. But instead he gave me kindness and forgiveness because he knew that I would never have done this to her if I could have stopped it. My own father hasn’t spoken to me in years, and I doubt we will ever exchange another word after today. Winter is the father I always wished for, and he’s entrusted me with making it right. After today it will be, no matter what I have to sacrifice to get it. 

      “She’s waiting.” He glances over his shoulder and sighs before he looks me in the eyes. Eyes so much like my own. Without saying a word, I know what he’s asking. 

      “Yes, I am sure.” 

      He squeezes my shoulder, and we both exit the room. The small church must have been on standby to be available at such short notice. It’s Christmas Eve and the sanctuary is decorated with candles and flowers. 

      The priest meets me at the entrance, and we walk together to the front of the church. Miller stands beside me, the pillar of strength that I need right now. 

      “Are you prepared?” the priest asks, and I nod. He signals someone in the distance and then music begins playing. 

      The double doors at the end of the aisle open, and out walks Chel with my mother on her arm. My mother is beaming like it’s truly my wedding day and not something she’s blackmailed me into doing. I ignore her because the closer Chel gets, the more I can see of her face. 

      Her eyes are red, and one looks like it’s swollen. Her lips are puffy and bruised on one side, but she’s tried to cover it with makeup. Someone smacked her around, and the image of Cookie in a fight comes to mind. As Chel and my mother come to the end of the aisle, my mother takes a seat in the first row of pews, and Chel moves to stand in front of me. 

      “Did my love send me a wedding present in the form of your face?” I ask, and by the way Chel scowls at me, I know I’ve made a direct hit.

      “Don’t worry, she’s safe with Nathan until you say ‘I do.’” She smirks, and the reminder makes my stomach churn. 

      I glance around the church, and when I see the double doors close, I nod to the priest. It’s time. 

      “Chel, why isn’t your family here?” I ask, and I feel Miller move from behind me. 

      “What?” Her eyebrows pull together in confusion as she looks to me and the priest. 

      “Your father, Elliot, owns the banking conglomerate Cash and has been married to your mother, Isabelle, for twenty-seven years.” 

      “I know this,” she says through clenched teeth. “What’s your point?” 

      Miller steps away from his place and moves to where my mother is sitting. He takes a seat beside her and calmly places his hands in his lap. 

      “What are you doing?” my mother hisses from the bench. 

      “You’ve fallen out of favor with them.” I hold my arms out to indicate how empty the room is. “You attempted to sell his trade secrets and he was in a lot of hot water with the feds.” 

      The double doors open as four armed security personnel step inside.

       “We had a deal,” she says in a low voice, leaning close to me. “If you don’t follow through, she’s as good as dead.” 

      “I kept thinking to myself why would you be so desperate to get my fortune when your family has their own? One quick phone call with your father, and I uncovered what you’d done.” Chel looks to the men at the door and then to my mother. “Do something!” she orders her. 

      “You see, they’re here for her too.” I smile as the priest opens his Bible and reveals his Federal badge. “It turns out our mother has been skimming funds from Elliot’s bank and sending them to offshore accounts.” 

      “Lies,” my mother hisses, and Miller drapes his arm over the back of her bench. 

      “Imagine how happy the government was to hear the recording we took at your house when you admitted to kidnapping and blackmail,” Miller offers, and my mother's face turns white. 

      Before we’d gone in to talk to her we’d grabbed a recording device out of the car and used it. We knew our parents were dirty, but Chel’s family was all too eager to hand the two of them over. 

      “You can’t do this!” Chel shouts, and it echoes in the church. “This is my wedding day!” She stomps her foot and real tears form in her eyes. She’s just as crazy as our mother. 

      “You’ll never get to her in time.” My mother’s smile is evil, and my blood runs cold. 

      “You’ll tell me where she is or these federal agents will watch me get it out of you,” I threaten, and she looks down at her nails. 

      “I’m afraid you’re already too late.” The chime of the church clock begins, and the sound is ominous. 

      I look to the “priest,” and he nods. “We’ll take it from here.” 

      Chel tries to move in front of me, and I raise my hands like she’s on fire. “Don’t touch me,” I growl, and her tears turn to anger. 

      “You’ll regret this. My father won’t let me rot in jail.” 

      “I almost feel sorry for you, because they are the ones putting you in your cell.” I move past her, and Miller follows me. 

      My mother stays quietly on the bench, and I know she won’t give me the information. She’s a heartless woman with no redeeming qualities, and I’m glad to be rid of her. She doesn’t even bother to look up at me as I rush past her and beyond the security guards. 

      When we’re outside the church, there’s more security with several black SUVs parked all around. I’m surprised when I look over and see my father sitting on a nearby bench with two security guards on either side of him. 

      “Wait,” Miller says and grabs my arm. He walks over to where our father is sitting, and I follow him. 

      “Why are you here?” I ask because we have no time to waste. 

      “I came to warn you.” His voice is scratchy, like he doesn't use it very often. 

      “Where is she?” My jaw tightens as he looks up me with bloodshot eyes and a face that’s drained of color and life. Once he was a strong man that I feared, and now he’s broken and frail. 

      “I was not a good father,” he admits, his Russian still perfect. “I’m dying, and I wish to end this life knowing that I did something right.” He looks down at his hands. “She’s in the carriage house.” 

      “Thank you,” I say, and he nods but doesn’t look up at me as Miller grabs me by the arm and we race to the car. 

      I don’t look back at him or regret how our lives have split. I’m only thankful that he was able to do something right, and it was the one thing that meant the most. Now we just have to find Cookie before it’s too late. 

      It can't be too late.
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          Cookie

        

      

    

    
      I gasp and sit up as I come to. My hand goes to my arm where I felt the prick of a needle before I passed out. It was the same as when they kidnapped me. 

      When I look around, I see Nathan sitting on the love seat while I’m laid out on the couch. He turns his head to look my way, then picks up the remote and turns off the TV. 

      He’s in a pair of jeans and a wrinkled polo with the collar popped up. He’s such a frat boy, and I can’t understand why I ever liked him. It’s probably because my friends said I should try dating and that it would be fun. Yeah, this is a barrel of fun. 

      “I didn't know you were such a feisty thing.” 

      I look down at my hands to see my knuckles are red. I lost it, and I don’t remember anything after hitting her and then the needle going into my arm. I hated that she was in her wedding dress, knowing she was on her way to see Frost. 

      Frost is mine. Even if I was running from him he’s still mine. I don’t care if that’s crazy; it’s the truth. He’ll look as bad as Chel if he marries her thinking he can save me.

      “I would have put my money on Chel. She’s pretty strong and spends a couple hours in the gym a day.” His eyebrows furrow. “But you do weigh more.” 

      He’s really thinking this through, and it irritates me. Who spends hours in the gym and why am I thinking about this right now? 

      “Where are we?” I look around the house. It’s cute but small and still reeks of money. 

      “Think it’s like the guest house or something,” he answers, and I throw my legs over the side of the couch. 

      Nathan stands, and I have a feeling it’s only him and me in the house. I look down at my clothes and everything looks in place. 

      “I didn't touch you,” he snaps, and I jerk my head up to meet his eyes. 

      How did I ever date this man? Here I am making Frost chase me around when he’s always been so good to me. Then you have Nathan here, who I openly went on dates with. I am truly terrible at choosing men. “You’ve still got a little time before you’re all mine.” He smirks and my stomach rolls. 

      “He’s not going to marry her,” I blurt out, and I think it’s mostly to reassure myself. 

      “I don’t give a shit one way or the other.” 

      “You should.” I let out a humorless laugh. “Their mother is crazy, but she’s a Ranov. While she might be pure evil, I think everyone can agree Ranovs do whatever it takes to get what they want. Hence her crazy idea that this could possibly work.” It takes a certain level of crazy to think this is all going to go to plan. 

      Nathan takes a step toward me, and I jump up from the sofa and run to the other side. I need as much space as possible between us. I grip the back of the couch when a dizzy spell hits me. The lingering drugs are slowly fading from my system. Nathan runs toward me, jumps on the couch, and starts to climb over. His foot hits the top, and it catches as he falls flat on the floor. 

      A laugh bursts from me, but it dies quickly when I see the rage on his face. I race for the door and I hear him behind me, but I don’t look as I grab the handle and fling it wide open. The sun hits me in the face, and it blinds me. I just keep moving. Before I can figure out where I am, my body collides with someone else.

      I brace myself for a fall, but arms wrap around me and hold me close before I hit the ground. When they lift me off my feet, my vision starts to come into focus, and I know who it is. His touch and his scent surround me, and I burst into tears as I cling to Frost. I bury my face in his chest and inhale, breathing him in. 

      I hear Nathan curse, and the sound is followed by someone taking a few hits. I can’t see, but I’m guessing it’s Nathan. There’s a loud thud as a body hits the ground. 

      I don’t care. I should be happy, and although I am, the tears come flooding and I can’t bring myself to loosen my hold on him. He hugs me just as tightly, his hands moving up and down my back. His voice is low as he tells me I’m okay and everything is going to be all right. His words are so filled with emotion, his accent thickens and Russian words bleed into his comforting whispers. 

      I can feel him moving around, then my knees rest on something soft. I’m straddling him in the back of a car, and I can feel the hum of the engine before it starts to move. Slowly I lift my head to meet Frost's gaze, and I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. Even though I’m sure I look a mess. 

      “I knew you’d come for me,” I get out before I start crying again. So many things could have gone wrong. 

      “I’ll always chase after you. Nothing will ever stand in the way of that, Cookie.” I nod, knowing it’s true. His eyes are soft on me, but I can feel the tension in his body. I have no doubt he wanted to go after Nathan himself, but I know that for Frost I come before everything else. 

      “Where are we going?” I ask, suddenly feeling very tired. I want a hot shower and a bed. Both of them with Frost. I want to be in his home and in his bed because I know it’s where I’ll feel the safest. I’ll sleep in his arms as he holds me tight, only the two of us.  

      “The hospital?” he asks, and I shake my head. 

      “I want to go home with you.”

      “Your family is worried.” I’m sure they have already been told I’m fine. I heard Miller somewhere in the background talking as my face was buried in Frost’s chest. I didn't know what they were saying because it was all in Russian. 

      “Please.” My fingers tangle into his shirt. 

      “You don’t need to see a doctor?” He pulls my hands off his shirt to look at my knuckles. I’m kinda proud of the damage I did. 

      “They drugged me twice and it knocked me out. That’s about it,” I tell him. I can see him trying to control his anger at that admission. 

      “We’ll go to my place. I’ll have a doctor come by.” That last bit of tension I didn't realize I was holding on to dissipates. I don’t think I’ve ever seen another person go inside his home. I’m sure his brother has, but it’s always Frost who comes over to Pumpkin and Miller’s house, never the other way around. 

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” I remind him.

      “It’s fine,” he says, and I nod. 

      I’m getting what I want, which is to be with him. 

      His hands cup my face. “I’m so sorry.” He pulls my face to him as he ever so gently places a soft kiss on my cheek. 

      This only makes me cry more. “I’m sorry too. I never should have run from you.” 

      “It was good for me, kiska. I enjoy catching you.”

      “I don’t know how anyone says you’re so cold. You’ve never been that way with me and my family.” 

      “You walked into my life and all that coldness melted away.” 

      “You’re just saying corny, sappy stuff to make me smile.” It makes me smile so big my face almost hurts. 

      “Da, my kiska. It makes you smile, so I’ll keep doing it.”

      “Frost.” I sniff, shifting against him, and then I let out a small gasp when I feel his hard cock pressing against me.” 

      “Ignore it. It’s not the time and it’s my normal reaction to seeing you. I have no control of my cock if you’re anywhere near. Even if someone says your name, I harden.” 

      That makes me smile again as I continue. “Frost, I think I’m in love with you.” 

      He opens his mouth to say something, but instead of letting him speak, I kiss him. I don’t want him saying it back because he feels like he has to. I also don’t want him to say that my emotions might be getting the best of me right now. They might be, but I know I’m in love with him. It’s why I was scared to get closer. I knew that if I let myself, I could fall so deep I might never return. But after all of this, it doesn’t scare me anymore. 

      I’m ready to jump headfirst because there’s no return now. There’s only him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Frost

        

      

    

    
      “And you’re certain she’s all right?” I ask the doctor as I look over at Cookie on the bed. 

      “I’ll run the blood sample through the lab, but the initial tests only indicate he used a strong sedative.” She lets out a breath and shakes her head. “It was concentrated, and too much more could have been fatal.” 

      I crack my knuckles at my side and wish I would have been able to get my hands on any of the three of them. But I don’t regret my decision to choose Cookie over vengeance. My anger would never be sated against those who tried to hurt her.

      Miller handled it, and he said it was better if I didn’t know the details. I trust my brother with my life, and if he tells me to not ask questions, I won’t. The feds took care of Chel and our mother, and as far as I know, our father too. He was involved, and if his behavior outside of the church was any indication, he was about to sing like a songbird on the three of them. 

      “She needs rest and fluids for the next couple of days, but I’d say she’ll be feeling normal after a good night’s sleep. Call me if you need anything.” The doctor sees herself out as I watch Cookie’s family sitting on the bed with her, talking. 

      Pumpkin is stretched out beside her sister as Miller sits on the edge, holding Pumpkin’s hand. Their mother is on the bed with her, too, fussing over her hair and the blankets. 

      Their father Winter has been watching closely and listening to the doctor. After she leaves, he comes over to my side. To my surprise, he pulls me in for a tight hug, and it takes me a moment before I can relax and hug him back. 

      “Thank you, son,” he says, and I close my eyes. “Thank you for saving my girl.” 

      “I’m sorry she was in this situation because of me.” A part of me knows that it wasn’t my fault, but I think I will always carry guilt. 

      “It doesn’t matter,” Winter says as he releases me and pats my back. “You got her home safe to us and that’s what counts.” 

      I didn’t realize how much I needed to hear those words until he said them, and now I feel as if a weight has been lifted. 

      “Thank you,” Rose says, and I didn’t realize she’d come over to where we’re standing. Now it’s her turn to hug me, and it’s warm and comforting like I always imagined a mother’s embrace to be. She kisses me on my cheek, and I feel so warmed by her affection. “We’ll see you in the morning, okay?” 

      I nod, clearing my throat and standing up. I’m not sure what else to say, but I’m so overcome with emotions I’m afraid to speak. 

      “I’ll help Pumpkin with everything, so make sure that stubborn one over there rests. I’m so happy we’ll have Christmas morning together.” She places her hand on my cheek where she kissed me, and she and Winter leave the room. 

      “Thank you,” Pumpkin says, giving me a quick hug and following her parents out. I don’t think she was willing to admit how scared she was either, and I know that taking Miller with me must have been awful for her. I’m just thankful everything went according to plan. 

      When Pumpkin is gone, Miller comes close and whispers to me, “It’s strange having a family.” 

      “Da,” I agree as we watch them leave. 

      “It’s a good strange.” He smiles at me before he follows his wife out of the room, and I’m left alone with Cookie. 

      When I close the door behind them, I think about how right he is. We’ve never had a real family before, and although it’s different, it feels good. I turn my eyes on Cookie, who is cuddling in the bed, and she smiles at me as she holds her hands up, reaching for me to come closer. 

      There is nothing I would ever deny her, including myself. 

      “I told you I was fine,” she says when I sit on the edge of the bed next to her and take her hands in mine.

      “You also told me that you were in love with me.” She blushes, tucking her chin, but I place my finger under it so she meets my eyes. “Do you not think that I love you?” I stroke my thumb along her jaw. “How could I not love you, kiska?” I lean forward and place a soft kiss on her lips. “How could I not utterly and completely worship you until my last breath?” 

      “Frost,” she says quietly as she places her hands on either side of my face. 

      “I love you and will love you for always.” This time when I kiss her, it’s possessive and I don’t know how much longer I can hold back. 

      “I need you,” she moans, slipping her hands between my legs and stroking the length of my cock that’s growing down my thigh. 

      “You’re supposed to rest.” I rub my nose against hers and fight the painful desire that burns inside me. 

      “I promise to be very still.” She smiles and kisses me, and I’m only so strong. 

      “You make me weak.” I pull back the covers to reveal her simple cotton nightgown that is more erotic than the finest lace and silk. 

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” She moves to lie down on the bed and spreads her legs, revealing her bare cunt. 

      “You are a siren that calls to my soul.” I strip off my clothes quickly and crawl between her thighs, kissing my way to her center. “You own me, kiska.” 

      When my mouth covers her pussy, her back arches, and I hold her down. “You promised to be very still,” I growl as I lick between her lips and suck on her clit. 

      “Frost!” she squeals when I push two fingers inside of her and curl them against the sensitive place inside her. 

      “So sweet,” I hum, grinding my face against her. 

      With the undulation of my fingers and the caress of my tongue, her climax comes quickly, but I help it linger. She pulses around me and against my mouth as her body gives over to the pleasure. 

      I moan with need, rubbing my bare cock against the cool sheets of the bed, begging for relief. 

      “Inside me,” she breathes with closed eyes, tugging on my hair to get me to stop. When I don’t move, she opens her eyes and locks her gaze with mine. “I love you, Frost. I need you inside me.” 

      I curse in Russian and kiss my way up her body, pulling the front of her nightgown down to expose her bare breasts. 

      She arches up as my mouth descends on her nipples, and I greedily suck them one at a time. The peaks are tender and soft as I devour them, needing her in my mouth while she writhes on my cock. 

      The crown of my cock presses against her wet folds as her hands move between us to guide my shaft. She holds the long length steady as I slowly ease my way into her virgin opening, steady and strong. 

      She strokes me as I push each inch into her tight channel and I grip the pillow on either side of her head to keep from thrusting hard. I don’t want to hurt her, even as she demands I move faster. 

      “More,” she moans, and I feel her pussy stretch tight around me. 

      “Slow down,” I growl through gritted teeth. 

      She rolls her hips up, stealing another inch even as I feel her innocence break around my cock. Her breath catches, and her eyes squeeze shut, but still she strokes my cock. 

      “Kiska,” I moan, so close to the edge that I know I’m going to spill before I’m fully seated inside her. 

      “Please, Frost. I want to feel you inside me.” Her little moan in the back of her throat has me losing control. 

      Without permission, my cock surges forward, and her pussy is snug around me. I bury my face in her neck as I try to hold on, but as she wraps her legs around me, I can’t. 

      My big body is heavy on top of hers as I thrust and cum. I can’t stop this base impulse and I take what I want from her body. 

      Her nails dig into my back as she squeezes me close, and her pleasure sparks my own. She climaxes around my cock and I thrust, filling her pussy with my cum. Together we are coated in our releases and we become slippery in our shared desire. The sound of my cock fucking into her is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. 

      “I love you.” I thrust and thrust and whisper it to her as my cock never softens. Another orgasm builds in my balls, and she steals it from me with her magic cunt. 

      I’m a slave to her desire, and she is forever my goddess as I worship at the altar of her pleasure. Over and over I give myself to her, binding our love and our lives. I pray that a baby takes hold and she is bound to me in every way. There is nothing else I want in this world than for her to be at my side. 

      “Mine.” I grip her ass and hold myself deep and make the claim. She opens her legs and nods, giving me what I want as I finish once again inside of her. 

      

      Chapter 15 Cookie 

      I lie on my side staring out the window. I’m wrapped in Frost’s arms as I watch the snow fall. I can’t remember it ever snowing on Christmas before. As crazy and scary as the last few days have been, I’d do it again if it got me here. I close my eyes, and as I snuggle close, I know this Christmas is going to be the best one yet.

      “If we made a baby girl last night,” I say and then laugh as he rubs his nose against my neck, “or this morning, I want to name her Snow.” 

      We made love countless times last night and in the wee hours of the dawn. I can’t imagine how I’m going to be able to walk today, but once again, it was all worth it. 

      He turns me to face him, and my hands rest against his chest. “Anything you want, kiska,” he says before kissing me deeply and leaving me breathless. “I’ll make the coffee. If we don’t get out of bed, I’m going to be inside of you for the rest of the day,” he growls hungrily, grabbing my ass. “And I’m thinking your parents would not be pleased.” 

      I huff, knowing he’s right. He kisses me once more before he stands and stretches. I stare at his naked body and love how sexy and hard he is. My eyes drop to his cock, and I smirk. Truly he’s hard all over. I lick my lips and think about wrapping them around the end of his aching shaft. 

      “Kiska,” he warns, and I blink. 

      “Sorry!” I hop from the bed and rush into the bathroom as I hear him cursing in Russian. 

      “You have five minutes,” he tells me. “I want you to open your gift before we go.” 

      I pull the bathroom door open. “You got me a gift?”

      “Hurry and you’ll find out.” 

      I brush my teeth and make it out of the bathroom in record time before I look around for the bag Mom brought me. I know she put my Christmas pajamas in there, and although It was pointless to put them on last night, I want to wear them today.

      When I go into the closet, the lights come on, instantly revealing the breathtaking sight. His closet is bigger than my bedroom. Or I guess it’s my old bedroom now. Frost hasn't come out and asked me if I’ll move in, but he did at one point say we’re never going to bed without each other again. And I’m guessing we won’t be crashing at Mom and Dad’s house. 

      I step farther inside, and my hand goes to my mouth in shock. I can clearly see which side of the closet is his and which is mine. Mine isn't as full as his, but I’m still surprised to see that there are clothes in here for me. I can see the tags on them…and I see shoes too. I can’t with this man, I love him so freaking much. 

      I see the bag my mom brought, and I take out my pajamas and put them on. I could get lost in this space, but it will have to wait until tomorrow. 

      When I get downstairs, I enter the kitchen and see he already has my coffee waiting. I run my hand across the thick white countertop of the island. I love the look of this kitchen. I’m not sure what I thought the place was going to look like, but this warm space that’s filled with colors takes me by surprise. Everything is updated and modern for the most part, except where he’s left some of the original architecture. This old Victorian house is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 

      “I was wondering what this place looked like on the inside. You never let anyone over here.” 

      “My brother.” 

      “Besides your brother.” I roll my eyes. 

      “It wasn't ready. I was still wrapping up a few projects and getting it ready for you, kiska.” I pause, holding my coffee aloft right before I’m about to take a sip. 

      “Like the closet? Was that one of the projects?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “You were so sure you’d make me fall in love with you?” I lift an eyebrow. 

      “I wouldn’t have stopped chasing until you did.” 

      “That’s one of the reasons I love you so much, Frost. You go after what you want, and nothing will stop you. I’m sorry you had to pay for Nathan’s mistakes.” 

      I sit down on one of the stools at the bar, and he comes over to stand between my legs. 

      “I enjoyed chasing you.” 

      “I enjoyed being chased,” I admit. Frost has more than proven he’ll always fight for us. 

      “You were scared and I understood. You didn't love Nathan, and he managed to damage your heart.” He cups my cheek, and I lean into his hand for a moment before I turn and kiss his palm.

      “I was mad at myself,” I say as I look up into his eyes. “I knew Nathan and I weren't going anywhere. I was actually going over there to end it when I walked in on him.” I shake my head, still hating the memory. “Then I saw you, and my first thought was that I would fall so hard I’d never recover. My head got the best of me, and I started thinking about how I would feel if I walked in on you and—” He covers my mouth with his before I can say the words. 

      “It will never happen,” he vows. 

      “I know.” I kiss him softly now as his hands rest on my neck. “This is forever.” 

      “The first time I saw you all the air left my body and the whole world went quiet,” he says as he brushes his thumb over my bottom lip. “There was only you and me, and that instant pull scared me. I’ve never been in love, and I didn't grow up in a home where there was love.” 

      “Frost.” I rest my hands on his chest. 

      “No more chasing, kiska,” he says, and I nod. “I love you. I want this.” 

      I never want him to doubt that I love him, and that I’m his in all ways. I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for the love he was missing, and I know my family will too. 

      He leans down and kisses me as his hands go to my hips. He lifts me from the chair and carries me into the living room, where it looks like Christmas exploded. 

      “Frost!” I squeal with excitement, but I shouldn't be shocked. The Christmas tree is the most beautiful I’ve ever seen, and all of it is perfect. Frost put all of this together just for me, and I feel like the most special girl on the planet. 

      “Think about all the Christmases to come. We will do it bigger with little ones.” He nods as if he’s thinking about it. “We can decorate together and make cookies for Santa.” 

      My eyes fill with tears at how wonderful that sounds, and when I turn around to kiss him, I see him dropping to one knee. I’m a mess before he can say anything. I burst into tears and fall to my knees in front of him so I can kiss his face. He pulls me into him and rolls us over so he’s pinning me to the floor. It’s a mad dash to get naked as clothes start to fly and then he’s inside of me.

      He’s hard and heavy as the frantic need hits both of us, yet there’s always tender love in his eyes. When I climax it’s like Christmas lights bursting while being surrounded by presents. I can’t think of a better way to get proposed to. 

      We lie on the floor together for a long moment after, and I run my fingers through his hair. “Give me your hand, Cookie.”

      He slides the giant teardrop diamond onto my finger, and I stare at it in shock. “It’s beautiful,” I manage to say as I look into his eyes. “It’s so big.”

      “Unmissable,” he agrees, kissing me. 

      I like having his mark on me, because as much I belong to him, he belongs to me. 

      “Here we go again,” I giggle as he trails kisses down my neck. We’re never going to make it over to Pumpkin’s. She’s hosting Christmas this year, and she and Mom talked about switching it up between them. I want in on that. 

      “What are you guys doing in there?” I hear my sister bang on the front door. 

      Frost and I lift our heads but make no move to get up. 

      “None of you can answer phones? It’s Christmas out here!” she shouts, and then I burst into laughter. 

      “We’re coming!” I shout back. 

      I laugh harder, realizing what I just said, and I can hear my sister laughing too. 

      “Hurry up. If you aren't over here in ten I’ll be back,” she threatens, and then Frost helps me get up. 

      We both know she’s not messing around, but I can’t stop smiling. He brushes my hair out of my face and looks at me with so much love. 

      “Thank you, kiska. Not only do I get you, but your family too.” He hugs me close, and it’s so tender.

      “Our family,” I correct. 

      “With more to come.” His hands rest on my stomach and I love the spark in his eyes. 

      “With more to come,” I agree.

      Christmas Day is perfect, just like I knew it would be. Not only because I’m surrounded by the people I love most, but because I know that this will be our future together every year. When I close my eyes and try to imagine a lifetime of holidays with Frost, my heart swells to the point that I don’t think I can hold all that love inside. 

      If you ask me, I’d say that’s a pretty perfect life.
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          Frost

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelve years later… 

      

      

      “I miss Christmas when they were little,” Cookie says as she places the last of the presents under the tree. 

      Our twins Snow and Mikel went to bed not long ago, and Cookie still likes to add presents under the tree on Christmas Eve to pretend Santa came. I would never deny her this tradition, or anything, for that matter. 

      “You mean when they would wake us up in the middle of the night to open presents?” I come up behind her and hold her close to my chest while she looks at the tree. 

      “Yes,” she sighs and then laughs. “Well, maybe not that part.” 

      I place my hand on her stomach and then slide it lower into the silk shorts of her pajamas. “Would you like another baby for Christmas?” I tease her, moving my fingers lower and between her folds. “Would you like me to fuck you here under the mistletoe?” 

      She purrs as I play with her clit and feel her wet panties cling to me. “Frost,” she whispers, looking around. “The twins just went to bed.” 

      “We’ll be quiet.” My cock hardens against her ass with the promise of pleasure. 

      “You’re never quiet,” she hisses but rocks against my fingers. 

      “Liar.” I bite down on her earlobe, and she moans. “Let me eat my Christmas Cookie.” 

      Without waiting for her reply, I pull her over to the couch and lay her down on it. She looks around like we might get caught, and maybe that’s adding a little to the thrill of it. I lick my lips as I untie her shorts and peel them off, along with her panties. She’s still in her silk top, but her bottom half is exposed, and my mouth waters. 

      I kiss the insides of her thigh as I push my hands under her ass and lift her pussy to my mouth. She gasps when I lick between her folds, and she grabs my hair with both hands. 

      When I eat her pussy, I write love notes to her with my tongue. I tell her how beautiful she is, and how much I need her. I tell her how sweet she tastes and how my life is complete because of her. She rides my face as I spell out her perfection, and when she cums on my mouth, I greedily drink her down. 

      “Roll over,” I growl, sitting up on my knees to unbutton my pants. She does as I ask, but her movements are slow because her orgasm made her sleepy. 

      “Maybe you can cum quick, and we can nap right here,” she says with hooded eyes. 

      “Don’t I always cum quick in your cunt?” She bends over, and I sheathe myself in her heat with one hard thrust. We both grunt as I hold her hips and grind against her. “The problem is you get greedy for another.” 

      “Do not,” she moans, pushing her ass against me. 

      “Liar.” I clench my teeth as her tight little pussy clenches on my cock, and I have to pull out so I don’t cum right away. “Too good,” I hiss, trying to gulp in a breath. 

      “Don’t stop.” She rocks up and down my length, her wet pussy making it shine in the light of the Christmas tree. 

      “You’re ready for another?” I plant a foot on the floor as I thrust in hard. 

      “Oh god, Frost.” She grabs the edge of the couch and holds steady as she braces for each stroke inside her. 

      Her pussy clenches when I move in and out, and I try to think of Christmas songs in alphabetical order to keep myself from cumming so fast. 

      “More,” she pleads, and I close my eyes tight. 

      “Carol of the Bells.” My voice is strained, but I know I can’t hold back much longer. 

      “Right there.” She tilts her pussy up just a little so my cock hits the perfect spot. 

      She buries her face in the pillow, and I feel her pussy clench on my cock. I thrust in one last time and give over to the need bearing down on me. The shared orgasm is pure and unfiltered joy as I fall on top of her and hold her close. 

      I manage to stay inside of her and spoon her from behind as we lie on the couch and catch our breath. After a moment we both smile, and I lean over to kiss her. 

      “I love you, kiska,” I say, tightening my arms around her, and we look at the lights on the tree. 

      “I love you too.” I can hear the sleepy sound in her voice, and I smile as I kiss her neck. 

      “Do you want to sleep out here tonight?” She shakes her head, and I thrust a little. “Shall I make love to you again?” My accent is thick, and she clenches around me when she hears it.

      “Maybe after a nap?” Her mouth says one thing, but her body is telling me something different. 

      “Anything your heart desires.” 

      She rocks her hips, and before long I’m pumping into her, hard and steady. Our children might be growing up, but some traditions will always remain the same. I will always spend Christmas Eve making love to my wife, and that’s a tradition that will never change.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas Vows

          

          Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Daniel Black married the woman of his dreams in a whirlwind of love. She’s his entire world and sometimes he’s a little too obsessed with his wife. So when he discovers their marriage license has been deleted from the state’s records, he loses his mind. Someone in their lives is trying to sabotage his relationship with his one and only, and he’ll burn down the city to find out who it is. The only good thing about it is that now he can give his wife the wedding of her dreams. 

      Blakely loves her husband and everything about their lives. The one thing she can’t seem to make work is her relationship with her father and her stepmother. She tries her best but it’s not good enough, and when they find out that her marriage to Daniel is invalid they jump at the chance for her to finally be rid of him. If there’s one thing she won’t do, it’s give up the man who worships the ground she walks on. She’ll marry him all over again, but will they support her decision? 

      Warning: Look, it’s Christmas, so we went full-on cheese-fest. This hero is hands down one of the craziest we’ve ever written and he’s so obsessed it’s scary. But during the most wonderful time of the year, isn’t that just perfect? Light up a yule log and cuddle up with this precious quickie! 

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who is just trying to make it through the holidays without locking yourself in the bathroom and having a good cry.

      

      We’re here to help you out!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Blakely

        

      

    

    
      I sit next to my stepmother, Linda, trying to pay attention to what’s being said. It’s something about an upcoming event and what everyone is wearing. My mind drifts to my husband Daniel like it always does and I wonder what he’s doing right now.

      I discreetly look down at my watch to see the time. Our morning makeout session was cut short when Linda showed up two hours early to make sure I was properly dressed, but at that point I wasn’t dressed at all.

      If she hurries up, I can catch him before he’s finished with work. I love interrupting his work day more than I should. I can’t help myself. Even after being married a few years I love how I can still easily snag his attention from whatever he’s doing. It makes me feel sexy, but he made me feel that way from the moment he looked at me. I’d never felt truly wanted until that moment.

      It makes my heart flutter when I hear people mention how different he is with me. I didn’t know the cold Daniel others talk about because he was never that way with me. All he’s ever been is warm and sweet, but I guess that’s not how he is with everyone else. Even after our getting married, my father and stepmom still don’t care for Daniel. They pretend, but I can feel their tension and hear their quiet comments and it’s growing harder to ignore. My husband doesn’t give a shit what they say or think about him, but it bothers me.

      I hate that they don’t see him as I do. If anything they should be happy for me. The problem is that Daniel doesn't fit the mold they had in mind when thinking about who my future husband would be. Daniel has plenty of money, but he’s not educated like they would have liked. To be honest that’s part of the reason why I fell madly in love with him so quickly. He was different than everyone around me. I liked that he didn't care what anyone thought of him. He didn’t play by anyone else’s rules. He does what he wants and makes no apologies if you don’t like it. He is who he is, take it or leave it. Though I’m not sure he’d have that motto if I tried to leave it, and the thought makes me fight a smile.

      If he didn't want to wear a suit, he wouldn’t, and if he didn't like you, he wouldn’t be fake and make nice. Everyone knows exactly where they stand with him, and when I first met him it was so refreshing. With him I feel like I belong, unlike right now as I sit in a room with women around me carrying on about what they’re wearing to the next social event. I’ve never felt like I belong here and maybe it’s because I don’t.

      It wasn't until I lost my mom that I was introduced to a world I didn’t know was out there. I went from having no dad to having a father and stepmother. My mom was the only family I thought I had and she was gone from this world in the blink of an eye. I learned about losing someone I love early in life and how everything can be completely turned upside down.

      I went from having a mom who was a little wild and free with her parenting to a world filled with rules and structure. I’d heard my stepmother say not long after I came to live with them that she was trying to fix me and break the bad habits I developed in my old life. I let her because I wanted to feel like I fit somewhere. I was molded into what they wanted and it wasn't until Daniel came barreling into my life that I realized what I lost. I didn't even know who I was anymore and he showed me that. With him he let me find myself. There were no wrong answers or rules I had to follow, and it didn't matter what other people thought of us.

      I fight another smile thinking about the rules we do have and how they only come out when other men are getting too close to me. I love watching my husband get jealous. It’s adorable, but I wouldn't ever tell him. I also don’t think anyone else would call him adorable.

      My stepmother nudges me in the side, making me sit up straight. The movement brings me back to reality and out of the daydream I’d fallen into. I look over at her and she gives me a look that makes me feel like a naughty child. She’s always good at that.

      I give an apologetic smile to the woman who helped raise me. How she called my husband cold, I’ll never understand. She’s the one with the chill to her, even when I try to get close. She has her sweet moments every now and again, but for the most part it’s a chilled distance that separates us. It probably has something to do with the fact that she and my father have been married over thirty years, which is longer than I’ve been alive. I was clearly the product of an affair—a living, breathing mistake for everyone to see. I’m a blemish on their reputation and she’s tried her best to make me into one of them as a way to erase my father’s transgressions. I can't blame her if looking at me doesn't conjure the warmest affection, but how long am I meant to repay this emotional debt?

      I’m pretty sure she never wanted children herself, but she did take me in. I have to give her credit for doing her best with the situation. I get it. It would destroy me if I found out Daniel cheated on me and had a child with another woman. The thought alone makes my stomach tighten with nervous disgust.

      I peek over at Linda and then to my watch once more. There’s still time. When I hear my name I look up and try to pay attention.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask Carmela.

      She’s a few years older than me and is the queen bee of the group. I don't care who’s in charge because I’m only here for one reason and I’m failing at it. After all these years I’m still trying to have a relationship with Linda because I want everyone to be one big happy family.

      “I asked if you and Daniel will be joining us. You still haven't sent an RSVP to the invitation,” she says, smiling sweetly at me.

      I don’t know why she bothers, because we all know it’s fake. If Daniel were here it would make his jaw tighten and he might even answer for me with a “fuck no.” I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he said when he opened the invitation and threw it in the trash. I just laughed and forgot about it until now.

      “Or course they are,” Linda answers as she tilts her head towards me and gives me a look.

      “Of course,” I add.

      I’ll pay for that one when I tell Daniel we’re going to the Vine event. He’ll have me on my back in the most delicious way, but he’ll come with me. He wouldn’t let me go alone and he never tells me no if I’m truly asking.

      “Good.” Carmela gives a small excited clap.

      She’s not excited that we’re coming but that my husband is coming. I’m pretty sure it’s not because she has a thing for him. It’s more that she wants his checkbook. It if wasn't for that, I’m sure we wouldn't be invited. It helps that while some might call him rude and lacking manners, the people who work with him love him. He’s straightforward and honest and that’s a rare trait in these circles.

      Having Carmela fawn all over him would annoy me if I didn't already know Daniel loathes her. Every time he meets her he introduces himself as if he doesn’t know who she is. Either he really forgets or he does it to piss her off. Neither would shock me, but I do love the irritated look she gets on her face when he does it.

      Luckily, after the guest list conversation is over the meeting breaks up.

      “I’m going to grab a cab, I need to go to Daniel’s office.” I straighten the blouse Linda picked out for me. I’m pretty sure the fabric irritates my skin.

      “The man is working, Blakely. Leave him be.” She shakes her head and doesn’t understand how we are. He wouldn’t want me to leave him be, nor do I want to. She and my father are nothing like us.

      It took me a moment to understand there’s nothing wrong with showing affection to your significant other once Daniel bulldozed through all of that. We still get head shakes from others when Daniel pulls me down into his lap. He openly kisses my neck and tells me he loves me. He doesn’t even care if he’s in the middle of a meeting or at a dinner table with other people. If he wants to kiss or touch me, he’s going to do it.

      “No, I really should. Plus, I have to tell him we’re going to the Vine event.” I add in the last part hoping that will work. She rolls her eyes at me but finally agrees. We part with air kisses to each cheek and I watch her slip into the back of her town car. I give Luke her driver a small wave as he shuts the door behind her.

      “Do you need a ride, Mrs. Black?” he asks.

      “I’m catching a cab,” I tell him, which earns me an eyebrow lift. “His office is five minutes away by car. I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful, I don’t need your husband on my ass.”

      “I promise,” I say with a laugh as I signal for a cab.

      When one stops, I get in excitedly, more than ready to see my husband. The mood from the afternoon still bothers me and I’ve made no progress with my family. I know Daniel will be able to shake me out of my mood while I try to come up with another idea.
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