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        * * *

      

      “Calm your tits, Frank. I’m coming,” I laughed as I loaded the drinks on my tray. He acted as if he was my only customer. Granted, tonight these three old fellas were my only customers, but patience was a virtue, dammit.

      The magic of Christmas could be depressing as fuck for some people. I guess that’s why I offered to work Christmas Eve when my boss had to go out of town.

      Not that I really had any place better to be. Single as the day is long. An only child who was now an adult orphan. No family to make cookies with or tease about presents. My small circle of friends were all with their husbands, likely tucking their kids in bed to toss, turn, and anxiously wait for Santa.

      Not me.

      Not Virginia Bennett.

      I didn’t even have a fucking pet.

      After setting Frank’s beer on the table, I handed Phil his bourbon on the rocks. However, I gave Larry a glass of water. He’d been the first one in tonight, and I was keeping close tabs on their intake. These guys had become my mission over the last decade or so.

      He looked at me, his gray caterpillar-like eyebrows knit together as he tipped his head. “Uh, honey, looks like you forgot my whiskey.”

      “Nope, I’ve got it right here on my tray, but you’re drinking that water before you get more whiskey. I also have a frozen pizza in the oven for you guys. After this round, nobody gets another drink until you’ve eaten something.”

      The old fella rolled his eyes like a teenage girl, but dutifully downed the water and handed me the glass with a gap-toothed grin. “Always looking out for us, aren’t ya, Gin?”

      “Always.” I flashed him a wink and gave him the glass of whiskey.

      The bell on the front door of Breck’s chimed. As I turned to welcome the newcomer, my greeting lodged in my throat.

      Holy fuck.

      Ty Sievers.

      Adrenaline poured through me, raising me to full-on flight mode. It took everything I had not to duck behind the bar and hide until he left.

      High school seemed like a lifetime ago, but I’d crushed on him so hard, always from afar knowing a geeky goth chick like me didn’t stand a chance. He ran with the preppy snow-bunny-chasing crowd. Thus, we’d been on opposite ends of the social scale. Not that he grew up in one of the countless multi-million-dollar mansions around Aspen, but his family at least seemed to have their shit together.

      Unlike mine.

      So what the fuck was he doing wandering into Breck’s on Christmas Eve?

      He looked like he’d been through hell. A deep frown marred his face. His broad shoulders slumped forward as he stared down at his hands. Taking my place behind the counter, I could almost see the dejection pour off him in waves, like a thick, gray aura of gloom.

      Yet, somehow, he looked more amazing than ever. His short, deep umber hair was cut high and tight, longer on top and swept back. Dark scruff of an almost beard covered his strong jaw, enhancing his rugged masculinity. My fingertips itched to feel it. Was it smooth or coarse? I wanted to press my lips against his throat and breathe him in.

      He was simply beautiful.

      Once upon a time, I’d been a college student studying to become a psychologist. Growing up with a father as detached and messed up as mine filled me with the need to help others. Sadly, life got in the way and I only made it through one semester, but the little knowledge I did gain was invaluable in my current line of work.

      After all, what was a bartender if not a therapist as well?

      So, in spite of the whirling pandemonium in my gut, I attempted an easy-going, cheery tone. Something to coax him to vent and clear that cloud of despair.

      “You look like you could use a drink. What can I get ya?”

      “How about a pink raspberry Cosmo?” His reply sounded as despondent as his posture appeared, dismal and low. Weary.

      I frowned at his request for the girliest drink ever. “You want an extra shot of estrogen with that?” Okay, maybe I should have stayed in school a bit longer, but the snarky retort was out of my mouth before I could stop it.

      “It’s my fiancée’s favorite drink,” he shrugged with a wry twist to his lips, his gaze still locked on his hands.

      Bummer, he was engaged. Not that I had any more of a shot now than I did way back when. I’d never really been snow bunny material.

      Giving him a moment to mope, I turned around and whipped up his drink, coating the rim of the martini glass with pink sugar crystals before I strained in the shaken cocktail and slid it over on a napkin. I leaned my hip against the back bar and studied him as he took a tentative sip. Immediately, he screwed his lips into a grimace and looked past me at the bottles filling the glass shelves of the bar.

      “Okay, that’s disgusting. Do you have anything that doesn't taste like a lollipop wrapped in cotton candy and dipped in melted marshmallow creme? One more sip of this shit is likely to turn me into a raging diabetic.”

      I chuckled, a bit relieved he didn’t like it. I’d always thought he was the studliest guy on the planet, definitely not the type to finish off a sweet little frilly drink like that. Nice to know I had him pegged.

      Turning back to the liquor on display, I pulled down a bottle of Glenfiddich and poured a generous amount into a snifter. “This’ll wipe that nasty taste out of your mouth. Scotch is nectar of the gods.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” he agreed and took a sip. “Much better, thank you.” His eyes rose to meet mine, widening momentarily before narrowing in a squint. My heart pounded and my chest tightened under his scrutiny. For a split second, I wondered if he recognized me, but immediately felt foolish. He hadn’t known me from Adam fifteen-some years ago. Like he’d know me now.

      His eyes were the most amazing blue-green, the color of lush spruce trees on a rainy spring morning. Framed with thick, dark lashes. He’d always looked right through me before, but tonight, for the first time I could remember, his focus was directly on me. A high school daydream realized. I felt a hot quiver deep inside and had to look away for a second to compose myself.

      “So,” I began in my best fake-therapist voice once I felt confident I could pull it off, “what’s got you all tore up enough to wallow in an Aspen dive bar on Christmas Eve?”

      He shook his head, as though to clear some sticky thought, and frowned back down at his scotch. “My fiancée is pregnant.”

      “Um, okay. Congratulations?”

      He downed his glass before he answered. “It’s my brother's kid.”

      “What the fuck?”

      I remembered his brother. A few years older than Ty and me, he was completely idolized by everyone in Aspen for his skills on the slopes. He was Olympic material, and the whole community catered to his every whim.

      Personally, I thought Cory Sievers was a narcissistic asshole. Ty had been overshadowed by Cory’s ego, but was so much more beautiful in every way. Inside and out. I thought everyone else in the world was simply fucked in the head for not seeing what I saw.

      Thus, my mouth continued on before my brain could slam on the brakes.

      “Why the hell would anyone choose your brother over you? You’re ten of him.”

      “You know my brother?” He almost growled it, as though just the thought greatly annoyed him. His dark gaze narrowed.

      Cue awkward silence.

      I stared at him for a painfully long moment while my brain kicked in. “Um, no, not really. I know of him.”

      My response seemed to placate him, a little light flickered in his eyes, but he shook his head wearily. “Yeah, doesn’t everyone?”

      I exhaled and grabbed the bottle and another glass, this time pouring myself one as I refilled his with an extra heavy pour. “So, I’m guessing she’s not your fiancée anymore? Are you sure it’s not yours?”

      “Dead sure. I was deployed for the last year. Haven’t seen her since January. So, yeah, she’s his fiancée now.”

      “Dude,” I breathed. “That’s really fucked.”

      “Yeah, as she explained it, she missed me so bad, and he was a great comfort to her. Carnally, it turns out. I just spent the last couple days clearing my shit out of her apartment in Colorado Springs. We were supposed to come to Aspen for Christmas, to celebrate my separation from the Army. I sorta feel like re-enlisting now, though.”

      My heartstrings pulled tight, and I raised my glass, lifting a brow to encourage him to do the same. “Well, I say you dodged a bullet. She’s gotta be off her rocker to want your brother over you. So, cheers.”

      He offered me a jaded chuckle and flashed a wry hint of that blinding smile I remembered. Just a tiny tilt to his lips, but it was enough to make my vagina go pitter-patter. With a panty-soaking glimmer in his eyes, he palmed his glass, touching it to mine with a clink. “Down the hatch.”

      And down it went. Multiple times. Enough for me to start feeling a bit warm and fuzzy. Flirty. Reckless.

      Perilous things for me to feel around Ty Sievers.

      The timer went off for the pizza, so I stepped away to serve it to my three musketeers. By the time they finished eating and had a few more drinks, it was nearing midnight, Brecks’ Christmas Eve closing time. I called a taxi to take them home and pulled a voucher from the till.

      “You know, Gin,” Frank mentioned, stopping at the bar before they headed out to the cab, “you really should come over tomorrow. We’re hanging out at Larry’s, and we’d love to have you come eat with us. It’s not right that you’re planning to spend Christmas alone.”

      I smiled back at the kind old man. “No worries, Frank. I’m actually looking forward to a little peace and quiet after dealing with you rabble-rousers all night. That said, if any of you need anything at all, give me a shout, okay? Seriously. I don’t want to be worrying about ya.”

      Frank nodded, then nudged Ty with his elbow. “You take care of our girl, now,” he chuckled.

      I snorted. “Dude, I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I’m good.”

      But Frank just lifted his chin towards me in a stubborn manner, then looked back at Ty with a raised brow.

      “I’ll keep an eye on her for ya,” Ty promised with a curt nod back to the old man.

      The instant the door closed behind them, everything seemed quieter. More intimate. It was both unnerving and electrifying. Bing Crosby crooned White Christmas over the satellite radio, magnifying the placid feel of the night.

      “You’re adorable with them,” Ty mused, flashing me an overly lazy grin that made my pulse quicken.

      “They’re my favorite barflies, old widowers whose kids and grandkids moved away years ago. I just like to know they’re okay, especially over the holidays.” My smile faltered slightly, and my heart panged with regret. “I suppose maybe it's my penance.”

      He frowned, brows drawn together. “Why do you say that?”

      “Nothing.” I shook my head to rid myself of the nagging remorse. Over a decade had passed since my dad died, but the guilt still lingered. I forced out a caustic laugh in an attempt to shield my somber vulnerability. “I just have major daddy issues.”

      I grabbed a clean towel, plunging it in the warm soapy water of my sink, and glanced back up at Ty to catch him studying me. An hour before, his attention had totally unnerved me. While the scotch helped settle my jitters somewhat, a warm flush still flooded my cheeks. For a moment I stalled, frozen by his gaze. Trapped by my own vulnerability, I tried to read his expression. I ached for understanding. Compassion. The cross I bore had grown so heavy over the years.

      Or maybe I just wanted someone to care a little. Wretched guilt had a way of making Christmas rather melancholy.

      He gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, his voice a whisper when he spoke. “I always wondered what happened to you.”

      Wait, what? Holy fuck.

      My breath caught in my throat as his quiet words echoed through my head. I felt my jaw fall slack, not my best look, but I froze solid for a long moment. It was like my mind had quite simply exploded. I couldn’t believe he’d even noticed me all those years ago, back when I hid behind thick eyeliner and pothead friends.

      Somehow, I finally managed to inhale and speak, my voice hoarse. “I didn’t think you even knew who I was back then, much less now.”

      “I almost didn’t recognize you at first,” he continued. “I love the flaming red.” His hand gestured towards my hair, almost as though he wanted to touch it, but then lowered back down to palm his glass. He threw back the last sip of scotch and set it on the bar.

      Grabbing the bottle, I replenished his drink and did the same for myself. I lifted the glass to my lips, inhaling the smoky aroma, then downed it in one hearty swig before I responded with a nervous chuckle. “I did it this shade for the holidays. Might go bright pink next. Sorta into the whole She-Bob-era Cyndi Lauper vibe at the moment. She’s just so amazing. So unusual. I love her style.”

      Yes, I was babbling. Like an idiot.

      “Do you bop often?”

      Shit. I suppose I deserved that for bringing up the ultimate masturbation song. In the blink of an eye, I went from mindlessly prattling to totally speechless. My mouth opened, but nothing came out aside from a dorky nervous chuckle.

      A dorky nervous chuckle that broadened his panty-melting smile. “Well, you’re definitely more colorful than you were before. Very eye-catching. And the ink.” He reached across the bar and his fingertips grazed the swirl of stars around a witch’s broom tattooed on my inner wrist.

      That feathery touch destroyed any remaining composure I had left. It tickled my skin long after he pulled back his hand to take another sip of scotch.

      “Um…thank you,” I somehow exhaled, even though my lungs felt completely seized up.

      “Gotta say, though, I’m really glad you still have that sexy goth air about you. I always had a thing for your miniskirts, fishnets, and combat boots.”

      Fuck me.

      I tried thinking back to just how much liquor I’d poured him, but instead found myself hypnotized by his long, wide fingers circling the rim of his glass.

      My mouth went dry. Long, wide fingers meant a long, wide…yeah. Mental images whirled through my head, spurred on even more by the mind-bending things he was saying.

      It had to be the scotch talking.

      A heavy drip from my bar rag splunked loudly in the sink below, drawing me out of my head and back down to earth. I desperately needed to step away to clear my foggy mind. He was too intoxicating, much more so than the booze I’d consumed.

      Before I moved away, though, I shot him a shy sidelong glance.

      “By the way, I always wondered about you, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I retreated across the barroom to the one dirty table in the place where my aged admirers had been and wiped it down. My strokes were likely more vigorous than necessary, but my body buzzed, a flurry of nervous energy. The scrape of Ty’s barstool on the floor echoed through the still night, as did his footsteps closing in. Every hair on my body rose, electrified by his proximity, and I turned around in breathless anticipation.

      He was so very close to me.

      He combed through my hair with a tender pull before his palm settled along my jaw. I suddenly felt dizzy. His thumb lightly brushed my earlobe, and my heart threatened to beat clean out of my chest. He lowered his lips slowly, pausing just a hair’s breadth away.

      Oh. My. Moly.

      I’d fantasized about this moment so many times. Ached for it with every fiber of my being. Unable to wait another second, I lifted my lips to graze his. With all the strength of a butterfly’s wing. Once. Twice. Then more firmly, opening my mouth, silently begging him to do the same. My body shivered with the brush of his tongue, the faint hint of scotch hitting my senses.

      His hand tightened in my hair with a deliciously possessive tug, and he deepened the kiss with a low moan. Heat surged through me. All at once, I felt powerful in my sexuality, yet shaken to the core. Aching to feel him inside me. I half expected my little black panties to steam up the room.

      He lifted his head, his eyes searching mine, and swayed on his feet.

      Damn.

      “Okay, you’re drunk,” I croaked. Why else would he have kissed me?

      He slowly shook his head. “It’s you, not the scotch.”

      Holy fucking hell. I yearned so badly to believe that was true.

      A jarring slam at the rear entrance announced the cleaning crew’s arrival, and I braced Ty’s shoulders in an attempt to steady him. At least that’s what I told myself I was doing. Truth be told, my head felt so dazed, my body so trembly. I desperately wanted to mold my hands around his thick shoulders and cling to his stout frame, but somehow, I forced myself to step away. Grabbing my parka and purse, I called out to him over my shoulder. “You didn’t have a jacket or anything when you came in, did you?”

      “Um, no,” he replied, his voice gruff. “I’m just staying at the Gant a few blocks away.”

      I shot him a glance as I tugged on my puffy down coat. “More than a few blocks. You’re going to freeze out there.”

      Oh, how I would have loved to help keep him warm. The thought compounded exponentially with all sorts of dirty ways I could do just that. The dizzy rush that followed reminded me I wasn’t exactly sober either. Definitely too buzzed to get behind the wheel any time soon. A walk in the crisp air might sober me up a bit. Otherwise, I’d have to blow half my night’s wages on a cheap-ass hotel and spend the night in town. Cabs didn’t wanna fuck with the road to my little cabin on the mountainside.

      I held open the front door to the bar, doing my best to plaster on a nonchalant smile even though my heart was doing the Jingle Bell Rock in my chest.

      “How about I walk with you? I don’t want you to slip, crack your head, and bleed to death on Christmas Eve.”

      “Yeah, that would suck,” he chuckled. His eyes, still somewhat heated, paused on my lips when he met me at the door. He raised an arm above me to hold it open, and his proximity sent my stomach whirling all over again. “Ladies first.”

      Silence filled the air between us as we trudged through the winter night, our footsteps crunching along the snowy sidewalk, then cut through the park near the Gant. Glittery snowflakes sprinkled down between the tall pines, clinging to Ty’s flannel-clad shoulders before quickly melting from the heat of his body.

      Mmm, his body.

      Fuck, stop thinking about his body.

      “So, it's after midnight,” I offhandedly mentioned as we schlepped through drifts in the park. “That means it’s officially Christmas. Maybe Santa will be extra good to you since you’ve had such shit luck lately.”

      “Honestly, in the last week or so, I was kinda like fuck Christmas. I’d have just as well ignored the whole thing. But now?” His voice trailed off and he stopped. I turned back to find him studying me. After a long moment, he came closer. Our breath fogged the air between us, mingling into one large misty cloud. He guided me back through pine boughs until I was up against the trunk of a massive tree, sheltered from the placid world around us by low branches. He braced his hands on each side of my head, boxing me in, and held my gaze. “Now, all I want for Christmas is you.”

      Just like a super-hot man version of Mariah Carey.

      There was an utter litany of reasons this was a bad idea, but I also could rationalize twice as many arguments the other way. He was a little drunk, but I was a little drunk, too. And I’d lusted after him forever. This would likely be my only chance. We were both consenting adults. Yeah, he was on the rebound from his brother-fucking fiancée, but maybe my vagina could be the salve to heal that cheating ho’s vicious burn and his brother’s betrayal. Perhaps he just needed a solid fuck to stuff all that shit firmly in his past so he could move forward. Heck, I could be doing him a favor.

      But most of all, tonight he’d looked at me with those hypnotizing blue spruce eyes. His words echoed through me. I always wondered what happened to you. That was the moment my misfit teenaged heart had always ached so hard for. I hadn’t been as invisible to him as I’d always thought.

      So who was I to deny his one Christmas wish? Crazy as it was. Seriously, he should have his head examined for wanting me.

      But maybe after I let him fuck me silly.

      I ran my fingertip along the angle of his jaw, just like I’d wanted to when I first saw him in the bar, scraping my nail through his scruff. His indrawn breath was the straw that broke my little Christmas camel’s back. I raised up on my tiptoes and breathed my answer against his lips.

      “I’m all yours.”

      As light and feathery as our first kiss began back at Breck’s, this kiss was purely carnal. Fierce. Consuming. His lips firmly devoured mine with a brush of his tongue that stoked the aching burn deep inside me. The weight of his body pressed me almost painfully into the chunky bark of the pine tree, teasing a fragile moan from my throat.

      Around us, all the inhabitants of Aspen lay sleeping, dreams of sugarplums dancing in their heads, but all I could think was how badly I wanted Ty to fuck me right then and there up against that tree. Especially when his hands slid down my body to cup my ass, jerking me up against his arousal almost painfully.

      I was a bit of a freak, after all.

      And, judging by the bulge I felt, the whole hand-size thing seemed spot on with him.

      I molded my body to his, pressing into his solid strength. My arms wrapped tightly around his neck. I was dying to lick and nip every inch of that fucking glorious chest of his, to work my way down what I imagined were chiseled abs and a deliciously contoured vee to relish in that glorious thick cock.

      His lips left mine to graze my collarbone, leaving an icy-yet-scorching trail in their wake. The intensity of it all wrought a hoarse moan from deep in my body. His fingers slid up from my ass, under my coat and flannel, slipping beneath my camisole. They were freezing cold, but for a moment, my only thought was how amazing they felt against the inferno of my skin.

      But then that damn unwanted common sense intruded.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped, still reeling from the heady sensation of his mouth on my neck, “your hands are like ice. You don’t have a coat on. You’ve got to be freezing.”

      He lifted his head to kiss me hard on the lips before he spoke. “Don’t fuckin’ care. Pretty sure I’m gonna explode if I don’t fuck you, like right now.”

      Our breath condensed around us, creating a sensual mist in the winter air.

      “Well, we are in Glory Hole Park,” I laughed quietly. “But maybe we should get to the Gant so you can take me inside and get me naked. Pretty please.”

      “You ask so nicely. I want to hear you beg.”

      “Please,” I repeated, pressing my lips to his again before I continued. “Please, Ty.” Another kiss. “Take me inside and fuck me.”

      His fingers clenched hard against my waist and he tipped his forehead to rest against mine. After releasing a deeply indrawn breath, he straightened and grabbed my hand, practically dragging me through the winter wonderland of Glory Hole Park toward the hotel.

      Not that I was resistant in the slightest.
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        * * *

      

      The desk clerk barely spared us a passing glance as we rushed through the quiet lobby toward the elevator. As soon as the doors slid closed behind us, Ty was on me again, his mouth ravaging mine. His tongue deeply coaxing my own out to play. His hand trailed down my thigh to the hem of my skirt before sliding back up to squeeze my fishnet covered ass.

      “Christ,” he groaned into my mouth, “I can’t even tell you how many times I jacked my cock thinking about you in your short little skirts with your ripped up tights. I want to tear them open and fuck you right here.”

      Sadly, the elevator didn’t cooperate, dinging that we’d reached his floor. The doors slid open. I just wanted him to keep going. To keep saying those amazing things that set my body on fire. To close the doors and do those amazing things right here and now.

      Beds were overrated.

      “Fuck,” Ty muttered, once again taking my hand to lead me to his room.

      He slipped the card in the slot to unlock it and held the door open, allowing me to enter before him. As I stepped into the room, he flicked on the light switch, casting the large suite in a warm glow. My mind vaguely took in the overstuffed couch that faced a gas fireplace across the room. Just past the sofa, a snowy balcony was visible through glass doors, illuminated by the streetlights below. Through a wide double-doorway on the other side of the fireplace, I could see the corner of a bed.

      I turned back to Ty. He stood near the entrance, his spruce-green eyes now dark with hungry desire. Biting my lip gently, I slipped my coat from my shoulders and tossed it to the couch as I took a step back toward the bedroom. I started next on my flannel, still inching my way back, but in a heartbeat, he was right there stripping it from me. The back of my knees hit the mattress, throwing me off balance as he slammed me down to the soft white coverlet. He straightened, his eyes hot on my body, splayed out before him.

      I lifted one leg. “Get my boot?”

      “Not yet,” he growled, his fingertips trailing up and down my calf. “You seriously don’t get it. This is my most vivid high school fantasy come to life. I want to fuck you just like you are right now.”

      Every single mind-boggling admission fanned the flames of my libido until I thought I was going to self-combust. My hips rolled with desperate anticipation. My entire body was tightly wound and aching for him to wreck me.

      He tugged open the fly of his jeans and reached inside, letting out a low groan as he pulled his cock out and stroked it. Holy hell, it was beautiful. Absolutely stunning. Long and thick and perfectly curved. The color of creamy caramel. My mouth watered as I reached for it.

      But Ty caught my wrist and held it firmly down on the mattress above my head. “Later. I want this pussy. Now.”

      And just like he’d said in the park, his fingers tangled in the fishnet over my desperately aching sex, and he ripped them down the middle. Pushing my silky black panties off to the side, his chilled fingers swept deep inside my heated center. The sensation was intoxicating, all fire and ice. My body arched, and a visceral cry tore from my lungs.

      “Christ, you’re soaked. So hot and tight. How bad do you want me to fuck you, Virginia?”

      “Please, Ty.” Everything around me disappeared aside from his two thick fingers filling me, stroking me deep. My beating heart echoed through my mind, and every nerve in my body felt electric. I thought I’d die if he stopped. “Please fuck me. Use me. Wreck me. Pretty, pretty please.”

      Sounds of pleasure rumbled in his throat. “Mmm, such a good girl.” Grasping my thighs, he yanked me to the edge of the bed, pausing for a breathless moment. “Fuck, condom.”

      He began to pull away, but I seized his hand, guiding it to my bare stomach where my camisole had ridden up. Goosebumps covered my skin with his still icy touch.

      “It’s ok,” I panted. “I’m on the pill. I haven’t been laid in forever, and I’m clean as a fucking whistle.”

      He froze momentarily, eyeing me carefully in the shadows. A tremor coursed through his body. “I’m clean, too. Haven’t touched anyone in over a year and have had regular physicals.”

      “Okay.” I lifted my hips, grazing his cock with my needy wetness. “Then please fuck me bare.”

      “Fuck yes.”

      One hand gripped my hip and the other still lay low on my stomach, a steadying force in this mind-numbing moment. I bit my lip hard with that first touch, then cried out as he slowly slid home, filling me exquisitely with his thickness.

      “Holy fuck, Gin.” His rough groan sounded like it came from deep in his gut. Raw and fevered.

      At first we didn’t even move aside from tremors and shivers. Clenching muscles. Shaky breaths. It was all too overpowering. His strokes started slow, as though he was savoring every fractional slide of his cock against my slick walls. His firm hands angling my hips just so, and he drove into me deeper. Then harder. Faster. Precise and fierce thrusts grazing just the right spot.

      I gasped.

      I moaned.

      I whimpered.

      As he leaned over me, I worked the buttons of his flannel shirt, dying to get my hands on his bare chest. It was as cut as I’d imagined. Simply beautiful. A fucking Greek sculpture come to life. I scraped my nails down from his shoulder over his abs, and his whole body shuddered.

      He picked up the pace and slammed into me harder, violently. Every stroke pushed me up the mattress, and he followed. Fucking me senseless until all I could do was hold on, digging my fingers beneath the backside of his jeans to claw at his perfectly muscled ass. Every forceful thrust drove me higher, pushing me toward bliss.

      I was almost there.

      But with a quick turn, he rolled us, laying back with me settled firmly on his throbbing cock. It filled me almost to the point of pain, but such a divine pain. I kissed and licked and nipped my way across his collarbones, down his pecs. A flick of my tongue and a faint bite on his nipple shot him up straight, the grip of his rough hands bruising my hips.

      His lips caught mine as he began to tug at me fiercely, roughly urging me to move faster. In seconds, blinding ecstasy showered over me in waves. His fists clenched at my hips painfully, and he let out a hoarse moan. His body went rigid. The thick warmth of his release flooded me as I collapsed against him in breathless wonder.

      I clung to him, my body still trembling from the intensity of my orgasm. Weak and shaky. Grateful for his arms which still held me tight. Our labored breathing echoed in the silence as the world slowly came back into focus.

      His voice was thick and raspy when he finally spoke. “I think I owe you some new fishnets.”

      Dazed, I could only manage a breathless giggle.

      “Although,” he murmured against my forehead, “I think I prefer them the way they are now. I love the thought of your pussy bare underneath your short little skirt. Such easy access.”

      “Might be a bit cold out for that.”

      Ty rolled us again to lay over me, and I gasped as his thickness slipped out of my tender sex.

      “I’ll keep you warm,” he whispered, touching his lips to mine. “I’ll just keep you right here, naked beneath me.”

      “Sounds delightful, but I’m not naked.”

      “Yeah, gotta do something about that.”

      So he did. He slowly stripped the clothes from my body, kissing and tasting his way over my skin, reigniting the fire that had been so all-consuming. In turn, I did the same, tasting my own essence on his fabulous cock before I worked my way up his abs and chest to share the flavor with him. He savored my lips, his kiss becoming fierce as he lay me back on the bed to bury himself inside me again. And again, until the winter sky began to faintly glow with the dawn and exhaustion overcame us.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep long. The sun was barely above the mountaintops when my eyes fluttered open. The night before seemed like a dream, one I didn’t want to wake up from.

      Beside me, Ty gave a quiet snore. I watched him sleep for a moment, remembering how delicious his scratchy scruff had felt along my inner thigh. How his thick cock pounded into me so forcefully. How he held me tightly as we drifted back to earth over and over.

      But the harsh reality of morning began to settle in. It had been a drunken fling. He felt betrayed by his brother and heartbroken over his fiancée. Classy chick that I was, I’d gotten him drunk and taken advantage of his desolation.

      I crept from the bed, gathered my clothes, and quietly tiptoed in the main room to dress. Mostly. My tights and camisole went in my coat pocket, and my panties had completely disappeared, so I gave up after a cursory search. I didn’t want to take too long and run the risk of him waking up before I could jet.

      The same desk clerk from a few hours before shot me a knowing glance as I did my walk of shame through the lobby. I flashed her a guilty smile, and she replied with a raised brow, wishing me a Merry Christmas.

      Merry fuckin’ Christmas, indeed.

      It sure as hell started out nicely. Memories of the night before played on repeat in my head. Now I just needed to get my ass home where I could relive it time and time again. It was sure to be prime vibrator fodder. Just what I needed for a nice quiet Christmas home alone.

      Little did I know, fate had something else in store for me.
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        * * *

      

      I sprinkled the last of the shredded cheese on my pan of enchiladas. The remainder of my Christmas morning had gone quickly with standard chores. Chopping wood. Shoveling snow. Tidying up my little cabin. It felt good to get all that out of the way. Now, fresh out of the tub in flannel pants and a Henley, I had a warm fire burning and a smutty book downloaded and ready to go.

      Maybe not everyone’s ideal Christmas, but I was good with it.

      What I got, though, was something else entirely.

      My mind immediately whirled with worst-case scenarios when my cell rang. One of the old guys from the bar must have broken a hip. Or had a heart attack. Or got eaten by a bear.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Virginia Bennett?” The voice on the other end sounded stern, and my panic escalated straight to DEFCON one. “This is Officer Peters with the Aspen police department.”

      “Is he hurt? How badly?” I blurted out and squeezed my eyes shut, and I didn’t even know what had happened yet. My heart pounded, and time froze fucking solid. It felt an eternity before he responded.

      “Well, um, I’ve just got the witness here. He’s fine, I suppose. I talked to your boss, but he’s apparently out of town for the holidays and was hoping you could handle the situation.”

      “Talked to my boss? What situation? What witness?” I swallowed hard and took a deep, calming breath, although my pulse still raced.

      “Someone smashed a window at Breck’s.”

      I exhaled and my body relaxed. Nobody was hurt. Thank fuck. I never thought I’d be so thankful for a broken window. “It’ll take me a little while to get there, but I’ll change clothes and leave right away.”
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        * * *

      

      All the way down the rocky mountain road to town, anxious bewilderment coursed through me. I kept reminding myself to breathe as I clutched the steering wheel with a white-knuckle grip.

      Who the hell would break into Breck’s…on Christmas Day?

      When I parked in front of the bar, I noted the shattered window just beside the entrance. Officer Peters sat in his SUV, talking to someone just out of view, so I jumped from my truck and hurried over.

      And my jaw hit the ground.

      “Ty?” I gasped, my voice a high squeak. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The officer stepped out into the frosty air, backing me away from Ty as he climbed from the passenger side. “Miss Bennett, I presume? Let’s not get too excited here. Mr. Sievers is the witness. He chased off the perp before anything else got damaged.”

      I stared at Ty and narrowed my eyes, mentally calling bullshit. “Oh, did he?”

      Ty just innocently blinked those beautiful blue-green eyes of his.

      “Yeah,” the lawman nodded. “Apparently it was a little squirrely guy, shaggy brown hair.”

      “Hmm, how conveniently nondescript,” I muttered, glancing up to catch the officer’s frown with the realization that I should probably keep my suspicions to myself so Ty didn’t end up spending Christmas in jail. “I meant inconveniently. That’s not much to go on. Hopefully you can find him.”

      My quick catch seemed to do the trick because the officer shrugged. “Yeah, at least he didn’t do too much damage. Would you like me to help you get something to cover the window?”

      “There’s some plywood in the back room.” I shook my head, then pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger before giving Ty another pointed look. “I think Mr. Sievers and I can take care of this.”

      Officer Peters looked back and forth between the two of us and scratched his head. But then he looked down at his watch, back at us, and nodded. “Well, okay. If you’re sure. Here’s my card, Miss Bennett. Mr. Sievers, you’ve got my number, too. Give me a call if you think of anything else.”

      As the officer drove away, I rounded on Ty. “You liar-liar-pants-on-fire.”

      “I didn’t know how else to find you,” he implored, raising his palms.

      “So you broke into the bar?”

      Truthfully, my heart leapt a bit at his stalkery ways, cutting right through my frustration. I was insanely thrilled at the lengths he’d gone to contact me. That said, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know that.

      “I tried tracking you down on social media, but I couldn’t find you. I thought your last name was Roche. When did you become Virginia Bennet?”

      “When I got married,” I snapped, momentarily enjoying his troubled frown before I continued. “Don’t worry, I’m divorced.”

      He exhaled, long and low. “Glad to hear it. I mean, I’m sorry. That sucks. I’m just glad you’re single, especially after last night.”

      I perused the broken window, then turned back to Ty, letting out a long, calming breath. “Just bring your muscles and help me get this covered up.”

      Just as I’d remembered, there was a large sheet of plywood in the back room, and Ty lifted it while I grabbed a hammer and some nails. We quickly set to work covering his handiwork. As I swept up the broken glass, I noted a small roll of twenties on the floor.

      “What the hell?” I frowned.

      “Uh, yeah, about that—” Ty began.

      I wondered how much confusion a brain could handle before it just exploded. Mine totally felt on the verge. “You broke the window and threw money through it?”

      “It’s to pay for the damage. I didn’t know what kind of insurance your boss has, and I didn’t want this to blow back on you somehow.”

      Okay, that was kinda nice. Nuts, but nice.

      “Why did you do all this?” This seemed like some warped version of A Christmas Carol, and I’d wake up to find it was all some bizarre dream.

      “Well, I knew you were going to be alone today, and I’m alone today. I thought maybe we could be alone together for Christmas.”

      The guy was borderline certifiable.

      Last night, his all I want for Christmas is you reminded me of Mariah Carey, but today it felt more like the My Chemical Romance cover since everything about this seemed batshit crazy.

      Unable to find words at first, I blinked at him. Then I just stared. Then I blinked again. My fingers splayed out over my chest as blood rushed in my ears, drowning out the world around us. Finally, after looking away for a moment to compose myself, I lifted my gaze to meet his.

      “Do you like enchiladas?”
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        * * *

      

      As we bumped our way back up the rocky road, I kept glancing over at Ty. My stomach rumbled with hunger, but churned with apprehension.

      I never in a million years thought Ty Sievers would be anywhere near my little cabin.

      I’d spruced it up a ton over the years, but, while it wasn’t a total dump anymore, it was still a bit more shabby than chic. It was small, though. Not exactly tiny-house small, but it was damn close. However, I was just one person and rarely had visitors, so its itty bitty size worked fine for me.

      But, while Ty hadn’t grown up in a fancy-schmancy mansion on Red Mountain Road, his childhood home was probably five times the size of mine.

      I suddenly felt completely out of my league. Every bounce of my truck on the rough old Forest Service road made me more nervous. It was grated from time to time in the summer for campers and hikers, but got rather sketchy in the winter. When the slushy snow began to fall in autumn, it became a veritable minefield of mud puddles, rocks, and teeth-rattling washboard.

      Lost in my thoughts of inadequacy, I hit some of that very washboard going slightly faster than I should have and skidded right into a sharp little chunk of granite on the side of the road.

      Boof!

      A deep, low explosion of air echoed through the cab of the truck. Ty and I looked at each other, wide-eyed, and I turned off my truck.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, thumping my head on the steering wheel. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I glanced back over at Ty, attempting to read his expression. He actually seemed to be a bit entertained, and my cheeks flushed hot. I took a few long calming breaths with my eyes closed, and then focused straight ahead.

      “Gin, you, um…you doing okay?”

      His voice was definitely laced with amusement. Beyond mortified, I couldn’t even look at him.

      “Yeah. Awesome. No worries.” I held up my hands, palms out, as though I was warding off my own impending meltdown. Another long, deep breath. “Okay, this isn’t my first rodeo. I’m totally prepared. I’ve got a spare in the back.”

      I climbed from my truck, dropped the tailgate, and hoisted myself up into the bed. The snow-covered surface felt like black ice under my boots. It took every bit of balance I possessed to gingerly shuffle my way to an especially large drift towards the cab to uncover the spare. Ty heaved himself up as well, and we brushed the snow off the tire.

      “Just so you know,” I offered in a small voice, “I’m not a bad driver.”

      No clue why I felt the need to say that, but there it was. I guess I just didn’t want him thinking I was a total failure. After all, my job didn’t exactly scream success. And we were headed to my little bitty cabin in the woods. Yeah, I owned it, but only because my dad had left it to me. God knows I could never afford to buy or rent something, even something that small and remote, with Aspen’s sky-high property values.

      But it unnerved me to think I might be coming off like a ditzy loser to the guy I’d secretly adored for half my life.

      Thankfully, Ty just smiled wide as he lifted the tire upright and began carefully wheeling it over the slippery surface to the open tailgate. “I believe it. This road is a nightmare. I’m impressed you can make it up at all.”

      “It’s not always this bad. The Forest Service just doesn’t maintain roads as well as they used to, especially ones like this where there’s hardly any houses.”

      Ty dropped the tire down to the ground while I cautiously dragged my feet around the pickup bed, sweeping at the heavy snow to find the tire iron.

      Fuck.

      The tire iron that was still sitting by my wood pile.

      I instantly shrank down into the snow. My whole body just sorta deflated, and I covered my face with my hands.

      “Gin? What’s wrong?” His voice sounded more concerned this time.

      I kept my face covered. Even I had to admit that this was super airheady.

      “Gin?”

      “The tire iron isn’t here.” I peeked over my mittens. “I got more firewood a couple weeks ago and took it out to sweep out the truck bed. It’s still sitting there by my woodpile. I can close my eyes and see it sitting right there.”

      Ty laughed. Hard. A bit too hard for my liking, even if the sound did send my girly parts into a dither.

      “Well, that’s gonna make it really hard to change the tire.”

      Shoulders slumped, I began to carefully pick my way through the snowy truck bed back to the tailgate. But, as if my mortification wasn’t complete enough already, I slipped and careened toward Ty.

      Then into Ty.

      I knocked him flat on his ass with me sprawled out over him. A small clump of snow at the base of my neck began to melt, and a chilly little trickle worked its way down my spine.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I groaned, burying my face against his chest.

      Ty just kept laughing. Harder. His gloved hands and booted feet arced in the heavy snow.

      I lifted my head to look down at his gorgeous eyes, even more vibrant in the mid-afternoon sun. “Um, what in the hell are you doing?”

      “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I made a snow angel?”

      His expression. His voice. His entire being all seemed so carefree, making me giggle. “You’re mental. You know that, right?”

      I tried to peel myself off him, but his hand cupped my ass to stop me as he rolled us over in the snow. He lifted up to his forearms and shook his head. Thick chunks of snow cascaded down over me, and I squealed and wiggled in an attempt to escape.

      But, at half his body weight, I was trapped. Plain and simple, at his mercy.

      Not that I was complaining in the slightest. I loved that side of him. I’d witnessed it from afar when we were young, him always joking around. His blinding, light-hearted smile and easy-going nature. Yeah, he was stunningly gorgeous. Yeah, I now knew he was even better in the sack than I’d ever dreamed. But his playful energy and warm charisma made him infinitely more magnetic.

      And I was still on some stupid, juvenile, weird-ass high because he’d broken into the bar just to find me.

      “I’ll let you up,” he grinned, kneeling over me, “but first, you have to make a snow angel, too.”

      “Ty—” I began as another giggle escaped. It was ridiculous. Hilarious, but ridiculous.

      “Nope, I’m not moving until you make a snow angel.”

      I motioned over to his own frosty creation with my mittened thumb. “I’m halfway in your wing.”

      “Do it. Do it. Do it.”

      Goaded on by Ty’s chant and my rapidly freezing ass, I let out an exaggerated sigh and began to swing my arms and legs.

      He was right. It was amazing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so carefree, rolling around in the snow like a little kid. Letting go, allowing all the day-to-day shit to disappear.

      It was simply delightful.

      Satisfied with my efforts, Ty stood up, one foot on each side of me, and reached out his hand. He pulled me upright, dusting the snow from my body, paying particular attention to my numb ass until I playfully swatted his hand away.

      I turned back to my truck, taking a deep breath to contain my lingering giggles, and looked up at Ty. “Good news is, we’re only about a mile from my place. And I happen to know exactly where my tire iron is. How about we head there, warm up and eat, and we can come get my truck later.”

      “Great minds, Gin,” Ty replied with a wink that made my knees wobble. “Great minds.”
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        * * *

      

      My little cabin felt even smaller with Ty in it.

      His presence was staggering, right down to his cedarwood scent. It melded quite nicely with the hot spiced-and-spiked cider that warmed our chilled bodies, although it was all too soon overwhelmed by the aroma of cumin and paprika. I was almost mad at my dinner for overpowering his intoxicating scent.

      Once the enchiladas were in the oven, I threw together a tres leches cake that I’d top with whipped cream for dessert. Through my Bluetooth speaker, Jimmy Buffet cheerfully sang of swaying palms on a bright Hawaiian Christmas Day. I told Ty we'd warm up faster if I played the song on repeat, but he just rolled his eyes with a chuckle and stoked the fire instead.

      A short time later, I pulled the cheesy, gooey Mexican perfection from the oven and took the seat across from him at the table.

      “This is a great little place, Gin.”

      I glanced around the main room of the cabin. It had an open layout with the kitchen on one side, a sitting area on the other, and my little Christmas tree with its glimmering white lights in the front window. Up a spiral staircase in the back was a small loft, which had served as my room when I was a kid, but now pretty much only housed my elliptical and yoga mat.

      Next to the stairs, a wide doorway opened to the bedroom and a large en suite bath. Through the window, darkness was setting in. The sun had long since dipped below the mountaintops, and thick snowflakes floated to the ground, painted by the colorful lights outlining the roof and porch outside.

      As nervous as I’d been to have Ty there initially, there was a strange comfort in his presence, and I flashed him a genuine smile. “I grew up here. It’s small, but cozy. Now, at least. It was a disaster when I first moved back.”

      “Moved back from?” he prompted, scooping up a large helping of enchiladas and handing me the spatula.

      “Denver. I made it through one semester at college, but then my dad died, and I came home to sort his affairs. My plan was to fix this place up and sell it, then go back, but it just started feeling like home again. I couldn’t leave it.”

      Ty grimaced, raising a brow. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”

      “It was a long time ago, but thank you.” I sadly toyed with my enchilada, momentarily remembering that first Christmas after high school, then forced a cheerful smile back up at him. “Enough about my daddy issues. What about you? Why aren’t you with your folks for Christmas? Where are they living now?”

      Ty wrinkled his nose. “Florida. Mom got tired of the snow a few years back. Initially, Amber and I were supposed to go visit after Christmas, but I suppose I’ll be flying alone.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.” I lifted my hand to my mouth, eyes wide.

      “Actually,” he said, thoughtfully, “it’s okay. At first, yeah, it was a shock. But, if I’m completely honest, I think I only asked her to marry me because she was starting to get close to him. I know it was stupid, but I’ve spent my entire life in his shadow. I was always Cory Sievers’ little brother. I was never Ty. For the first time, I felt like someone wanted me for me, and I guess I proposed to lay my claim. I suppose she would have inevitably gone after him anyway, though.”

      I slammed my fist down on the table, incredulous and angry. “Ty, that is such horseshit. She’s a fucking idiot. So your brother could ski. Big whoop. I wasn’t kidding last night. I think you’re ten times the man he is.”

      He blinked across the table at me as I spoke, his mouth slightly ajar. “I don’t think anyone’s ever said that to me before.”

      “If I’d known you felt that way—that you think he’s so much better than you—I might’ve had the courage to talk to you just so I could call bullshit. I always thought your brother was kind of a dick, but you?” I bit my lip, my tummy whirling as I studied him closely. “I crushed on you so fucking hard in high school.”

      “No way,” he shook his head at my breathless admission, brushing his dark hair back out of his widened eyes.

      My fingertips ached to touch those tousled locks. “Yeah way. I damn near fainted when you walked into the bar last night.”

      He straightened in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. “Why didn’t you ever come talk to me back in school?”

      “Why didn’t you ever come talk to me?” I chuckled.

      “Um, some of your friends were downright scary. You though…you were sexy as fuck.”

      His emphasis on the as fuck did a number on my tummy. My fork hovered in the air before my jaw dropped. He’d said something similar last night, but I’d figured that was more of a beer goggles situation. My mind reeled, and my breath caught deep in my chest.

      “How long are you here?” I finally asked in a quiet voice, setting down my uneaten bite of dinner.

      “I fly to Florida tomorrow afternoon,” he frowned. “Unfortunately. Mom hasn’t seen me in a year. She’d kill me if I backed out.”

      I looked down at my half-eaten plate, no longer hungry.

      Not for food, at least.

      After a long moment, I stood, walking around the small table to his side. He scooted his chair back to stand, but I placed my hand on his shoulder to stop him. His eyes grew heated as he lifted his hands and placed them on my hips, tugging slightly. Just the signal I was waiting for. I slipped down on his lap, straddling him. Heat pooled low in my gut as his hands lowered to cup my ass.

      I lowered my head to kiss him, stopping just before contact. “We shouldn’t waste any time, then.”

      “Agreed,” he murmured. “Too bad we’re not Jewish. We’d have eight crazy nights.”

      “Mmm, yeah…if only.” I tilted my head to press a kiss on his neck, then nipped at his earlobe. His resulting growl sent ripples through my depths.

      “Fuck, Gin, I’ve been dying to touch you all fucking day. I woke up so hard I could have broken the window with my dick.”

      “Oomph,” I laughed, quiet and low in my throat. “I’m glad you didn’t do that. I can think of much better things to do with your dick.”

      “You should probably show me.”
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        * * *

      

      I ended up getting enchiladas in my hair. And my ears. And my buttcrack.

      One minute I was simply kissing him, and the next I was flat on my back, Ty slamming into me until I forgot my own name. It wasn’t until afterward when the dishes had hit the floor and I lay gasping beneath him that I realized we were pretty much covered in melted cheese and enchilada sauce.

      Ty laughed and pulled a hand out from under me, sucking green chili sauce from his finger. “Goddamn, these are the best fucking enchiladas I’ve ever had.”

      “Oh jeez, I need to rinse off in the shower,” I softly chuckled. “Care to join me? Maybe soak in the tub after?”

      We gingerly made our way through the mess of globs of food and broken dishes towards the bathroom. I started the shower and pulled the curtain around my old clawfoot tub, then turned back to Ty. Unbuttoning his flannel shirt, I tugged it from his body and tossed it aside. A smidge of enchilada lay on his bare chest just over his heart. It was simply too much to resist, and I leaned forward, licking it off before nipping at his skin.

      His gasp made me ache for him all over again, like he hadn’t just about pounded me right through the table.

      In the shower, I rinsed my hair thoroughly while Ty laughed and picked out the last remaining bits of enchilada. Then he slathered on the shampoo, his thick, strong fingers massaging my scalp. My eyes closed and my body felt limp with the bliss of his touch.

      Once the last of our mess disappeared down the drain, I plugged the tub and plunked in a juniper scented bath bomb. Ty relaxed back into the rapidly rising water, and I lit a three-wick candle, flicked off the sconces above the sink, and joined him in the tub. Warm, low light danced around the room, painting us in a flickering glow. I could have fallen asleep right then and there, melted against his broad chest.

      “This is the best Christmas ever.” I hadn’t really meant to say it out loud, but the thought was so intense in my mind, like it needed to be released into the world.

      “Mmm, yeah it is.” Ty turned his head to press a light kiss on my ear, and even in my advanced state of relaxation, a tingle shimmied through me. “I keep trying to imagine you here as a kid. This is a small cabin for a family.”

      “We were a small family. Just the three of us. The downstairs bedroom was my parents’ room. I slept in the loft upstairs.”

      “I remember your dad a little, but I can’t picture your mom.”

      My heart pinged faintly. Thoughts of my mom did that to me. “She passed away a long time ago. Cancer. Not long after my ninth birthday.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Like I said, it was a long time ago. I was a kid. Not to oversimplify and play it down, because losing my mom was awful, but that was just kinda the beginning. In losing her, I lost my dad, too.”

      “What do you mean? I thought he died after you graduated.”

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t the same after my mom died. He started drinking heavily. Every so often, he’d make some concerted effort, promising sobriety. Telling me he was going to get his act together. He just never stuck with it. The glimpses of the man who’d been my father came fewer and farther between. By the time I left for college, I just wanted to stay away. I didn’t even come home for the holidays. I stayed in the dorms because I didn’t want to sit there and watch him drink himself into a stupor for Christmas.” I took a deep breath, swallowing back the raw sensation in my throat. “So he went up in the mountains and shot himself.”

      Ty pulled me tight up against him, holding me securely. “God, Gin, I’m so sorry.”

      His comforting grip soothed the weary ache in my soul. In his arms, that old festering pain began to fade somewhat. I couldn’t think of any better balm for my wounded heart than his gentle voice and solid strength.

      “I was pursuing a degree in psychology, thinking I could maybe help him get his shit together. But in reality, I completely failed him.”

      He leaned back, tipping my chin up to face him and locking on to my gaze. “You know it wasn’t your fault, right?”

      “It’s easy to say that, Ty. It’s a lot harder to believe it.”

      His arms tightened around me, and his lips pressed against my forehead. “So last night, you mentioned your penance. That’s what you were referring to? Your need to be there for those old guys?”

      I simply nodded at first, tipping my head to rest against his neck, soaking in his comfort. “Larry and Phil did construction before they retired. After my dad died, I hired them to help fix some shit on the cabin. Stuff that had fallen apart because Dad rarely made it out of the bottle. I got to know them pretty well while we were working on the place. After a while, they told me about an opening at Breck’s. It was then I took a good look around and realized how much I love it here. The cabin was starting to feel like it did before, when my mom was alive. When it was a home. And those guys, they felt like grandads. So I stayed.”

      Ty’s fingertips traced the steampunk fairy tattoo on my arm, then moved up to the inked raven that stood on a branch at my collarbone. Solace radiated out from his touch. “I think you need them as much as they need you.”

      I bit my lip hard, using the pain to blink back the burn of tears. I hated allowing myself to feel vulnerable, but there in Ty’s arms, I gave in. I felt protected. Safe. For the first time since my dad died, I didn’t feel so alone.

      “When did you get married?”

      One miserable topic down and off to the next. It seemed my life was one failure after another. At least I could laugh about it.

      “A couple months before I got divorced,” I chuckled wryly.

      Ty grimaced at my sorry excuse for a joke. “Lasted that long, huh?”

      “A couple years after high school, all my friends started getting married and having kids. They set me up on a date, and I just sorta went with it. I guess I felt like I was supposed to follow in their footsteps. We were married just long enough for me to change my name, but we both quickly realized it wasn’t meant to be.”

      After all, he’d never sent butterflies swirling around in my stomach the way Ty did. He never even came close. Ty’s presence, his very being, set fire to my body and mind. Even just daydreams of his touch wound me up and made me breathless.

      I thought back, wondering to myself why I’d fixated on Ty as hard as I did back in high school. Yeah, he was stunning. Charismatic. Friendly to everyone. He’d never noticed me, or so I thought, but on the rare occasion he crossed paths with some of the freaks I ran with, he’d always been kind. Standing up to bullies who picked on us weird kids.

      But to center on him as hard as I did for as long as I did?

      Looking back, all I could think was that he represented something solid in my nebulous world. His life seemed so average. Routine. Something I wanted so badly. A home with parents who cared. I’d fantasized about him constantly, about him noticing me and pulling me out of my dreadful existence.

      It seemed wondrous that now, years after I’d pulled myself out, I was in his arms. A fleeting moment, sure, but one I’d treasure forever.
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        * * *

      

      I tightened the belt to my robe and piled our soiled clothes into the washing machine as Ty, clad only in a dark green towel wrapped low around his hips, scraped up the last of our ruined dinner from the floor.

      Barefoot, I meandered out by the fireplace and settled a fresh log on the blaze. It snapped and cracked when it caught the flame. Warmth spread over my skin as I knelt and watched it burn, aimlessly prodding it with the poker. Ty’s footsteps padded close, and he sat behind me, wrapping a thick arm around my waist and resting his chin on my shoulder.

      It was way too easy. All of this, with him. I wondered for a second how it was going to feel to go back to the way it was before last night. Before I spent Christmas with this veritable god of a man. When I was alone.

      My heart ached at the thought.

      “So,” I carefully began, “you moved out of your ex’s apartment. What’s next for you after you visit your folks? Still thinking about re-enlisting?”

      His voice rumbled through my body as he spoke. “I don’t know what to do. All the plans I had were completely upended.”

      I wanted to ask if he’d thought about coming back to Aspen, but the words caught in my throat. For all my adolescent yearning that never really faded, we’d really only just met yesterday. Last night. The fuck of a lifetime, but it felt so silly to even suggest he might want to see where it could go.

      He was flying out tomorrow.

      Besides, despite his brush-off about his feelings for Amber, he was most definitely on the rebound. How could he not be? It wasn’t just that bitch who’d scarred him. His brother had betrayed him. He was still recovering from that shitstorm, and who knew where his head would be when he did? Yeah, he’d wanted me way back when and he clearly enjoyed this little dalliance now, but he gave no indication it was anything other than a holiday hookup.

      It tugged a bit at my heart, but I could deal with a tug. I could be his rebound for this surreal little microcosm. I just didn’t know if I could handle more. Anything beyond it would only result in me being the carnage in his wake when he moved on.

      So I stayed quiet.

      From across the room, the Chipmunks’ classic Christmas song rang out.

      Ty tried to frown, but couldn’t seem to keep a stern face and ended up laughing. “The fuck?”

      “My phone. It’s the guys from the bar, hopefully just checking in.” I giggled and quickly rose to answer it. “Zat you, Santa Clause?”

      “Well, I’ve got the white beard for it,” answered Phil. “But no, honey. We’re just calling to see how you’re doing. You’re not too lonely holed up all by yourself, are you?”

      “Nope, I’m not lonely at all.” I looked back over at Ty, naked aside from the towel. He’d moved to recline on the couch, thick arms wide across the back. His magnificent chest on display. My mouth watered. Oh, yes. I was enjoying the holiday way more than I’d anticipated. “How’s it going with you guys?”

      Suddenly, a crackle in the fireplace shot a spark out which landed on Ty’s bare thigh.

      “Fuck!” He shot up straight, whipping off his towel to beat out the ember burning a small hole in the rug.

      “Shit, Ty, are you okay?” For a second, I forgot all about Phil on the line, instead focusing on the gloriously naked but clearly distressed man in my living room.

      “Um, Gin,” Phil asked in the distance. “Sounds like you’ve got company? That wouldn’t by chance be that nice young fella from the bar last night, would it?”

      I slammed my hand over my mouth, eyes wide on Ty. He was running his hand over his muscular leg where the spark had landed, the towel bunched up in his other fist, sadly covering his beautiful dick. He looked over at me, mouthing sorry.

      I stood there, momentarily frozen, trying to figure out what to say.

      Fortunately, Phil took pity on my discomfiture and didn’t press for details. “Well, um, we were just checking in like you asked. All good here.” His voice became muffled. “Shut up, Frank. I don’t know who he is. Yes, it was definitely a he.”

      “Well, um, glad you guys are doing well. Frank and Larry are there with you, right?” I asked innocently, like I hadn’t just heard him chewing out Frank a half-second ago. My cheeks were on fire. I figured they were about the same shade as my flaming red hair.

      “Um, yep, we’re all here just hanging out. I’ll, uh, let you go now so you can get back to your, er, guest.”

      “That’s great, Phil,” I quickly replied, my words all coming out in one quick breath. “I’ll talk to you later, okay? Okay. Bye.”

      I quickly ended the call, a giggle escaping me as I stepped over to Ty who was settling himself back on the couch. Sadly, he’d once again donned the towel.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” he chuckled back.

      “No, I’m sorry. I should have put the screen back up right away. How badly did it get you?”

      “Hardly at all. I was more startled than anything. I didn’t want it to burn my junk. It did singe your rug a bit, though.”

      I reached for the fireplace screen and settled it firmly up against the river rock hearth, then headed to the bathroom to grab some burn cream. Kneeling on the floor before Ty, I opened the salve and pushed up his towel a tiny bit. His muscular thigh had a little reddish mark, and I forced myself to focus on that rather than the other delicious part of his anatomy that was so very close.

      As I touched some burn cream to his skin, his breath caught. My gaze flew up to his, worried it hurt worse than he’d let on, but the heated intensity in his eyes told of a completely different agony.

      His breathing slowed and caught as he sat back against the couch cushions. His lips opened slightly. His muscles tensed. My tongue darted out to graze my lips, and I both saw and felt a shudder roll through him.

      “You know,” I murmured in a low voice, putting the lid back on the small jar of salve and setting it aside, “it feels weird not to be opening presents on Christmas. Maybe…” I trailed off, giving a slight tug on his towel.

      “We could unwrap each other.” Ty’s voice was raspy, and it shot a raging flood of heat through my center.

      I nodded, pulling a little harder to reveal my present. To bestow his gift upon him. I pressed a tender kiss on his slight burn, then higher. Working my way up to his stiff length. Another kiss on the tip, already glazed with precum, and I moaned low as I took him into my mouth.

      Ty’s hands moved to my head, tightly fisting my hair. “Fuuuuck. Best. Present. Ever.”

      I loved the grating sound of his voice. The taste of his cock and the feel of it deep in the back of my throat. His clenching muscles as I worked him. I looked up to see him watching me bob over him, his hands guiding my movements. For a moment, he coaxed my mouth free, a long string of saliva trailing from my lips.

      “Jesus, Gin, you’re so damn sexy,” he groaned.

      Craving more, I went back down, relishing in the sharp pull of my hair. He smoothed my locks into a ponytail, gripping it high on my head with one hand, offering him a clear view as I licked and sucked. My own body began to tighten.

      I craved his touch.

      All over me.

      Deep inside me.

      Complete and utter bliss.

      Ty suddenly sat forward and pulled me to sit. His fingers rabidly untied the belt of my robe, stripping it from me like a kid tearing wrapping paper from a gift. With a low groan, he settled back into the couch as his hand stroked his dick.

      “Make yourself come. I wanna watch you and explode all over your tits.”

      His gruff command damn near did me in, but I followed his direction. As I watched him smoothly jack his cock, I slowly swept my hands over my breasts, pinching at my painfully hard nipples. His eyelids grew heavy and his movements jerked as I lowered one hand down between my legs. Inside momentarily to collect some of my slick arousal, then swirling small circles around my clit.

      Everything felt surreal. I’d never considered performing like this before. Putting on a show. It just felt so right. An intense sexuality burned through my being as he watched me bring myself to the brink and ultimately topple over it. My body trembled with waves of release, swaying towards the floor. Ty sat forward, still working his thick cock with one hand, his other hand tangled in my hair, until his release splashed against my breasts.

      “Holy fuck,” he ground out.

      After a long moment, he opened his eyes, catching my gaze. My shaking fingertips trailed through the thick, white slickness down my front, spreading it over my skin. His cock jerked in his hand when I lifted my fingertips to my lips to taste his salty essence.

      “You keep that up and I’m gonna have to fuck you again. Like now.”

      I climbed my way up his body, straddling him on the couch as his dick hardened beneath me once more. “Yes, please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight
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        * * *

      

      Morning came way too fast.

      After Ty painted my boobs white followed by another round of explosive fucking, we rinsed off in the shower. All the cardio had us ravenous, so I whipped up the cream for the tres leches cake and finished it up with a thick caramel drizzle. Ty ended up spreading most of his whipped cream and caramel on my breasts and licking it off, so I repaid him by doing the same to his cock and balls. By the time we were done, we were so fucking sticky we ended up in the tub again.

      I woke up wrapped in his arms, my back to his front. His soft snore feathering against my ear. Through the window, the sun peeked over the mountaintops as heavily drifted pines materialized in the light of early dawn. I glanced at my clock, noting we had about four hours left before we had to leave for the airport.

      Four hours. Then he’d fly away.

      It was probably for the best. It was just a holiday hookup, never meant to last. Rebound sex. Something to get him back in the game. Besides, I still wasn’t—and didn’t want to be—snow-bunny material. I was comfortable in my own identity. I just didn’t see any way I might fit in his world.

      For that matter, I didn’t even know if he wanted me to. While I didn’t know for certain he didn’t, he hadn’t said that he did. A lump planted itself heavily in my throat. I’d admired him from afar for so long that the time we were actually together felt like a continuation of my adolescent daydreams. It felt like so much more than one day and a few hours the night prior.

      I angrily rubbed the burn of tears from my eyes, feeling stupid for even getting emotional. As much as I wanted to just lie there and savor every last second, I needed to get up and do something. Anything to occupy my mind. The chill in the air indicated I clearly needed to build the fire back up. And I could make him breakfast.

      I lifted the blankets to slip out of the bed when his arm tightened around me, tugging me back up against him.

      He nuzzled my neck, his voice thick and sleepy. “Just a little longer. I woke up yesterday without you. I’ll wake up tomorrow without you. Right now, I just want to wake up with you.”

      With a small, quiet sob, I turned to look at him, at those beautiful blue spruce eyes. That angular jaw, still unshaven with a much thicker scruff than the night before last. His chiseled arm and broad shoulder holding me in place.

      Then he kissed me, long and slow. As though we had all the time in the world instead of four short hours. The sun rose and sent shimmering sparkles over the snow while he caressed me. He made love to me, sweet and slow like hard candy melting in my mouth.

      It was some time before we finally got up. I padded into the bathroom and pulled his clothes from the dryer while he showered, then headed out to the living room to bring the fire back to life. I methodically fried up some sausage and sifted flour for biscuits and gravy, all the while refusing to think about this afternoon. Tomorrow. Next week.

      It was just a hookup. There was no reason to get emotional.

      I repeated those words over and over in my head, my little mantra to get me through the day.

      Ty said very little as we ate. He appeared lost in his own thoughts, likely on what the next few days had in store for him. Visiting his folks and the large probability of running into Amber and Cory. His unknown path draped heavily over his shoulders. Again and again, I wanted to ask if he’d considered coming back to Aspen.

      But, again and again, I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Ty headed outside to get the tire iron. I watched through the kitchen window as he walked around in the chilly morning, breathing in deep and gazing at the snow-clad mountains around us. It was as though he was saying goodbye.

      Before I knew it, it was time to leave.

      As with breakfast, the trek to my pickup and the drive into town were also quiet. I pulled up to the Gant and followed him inside to gather his things, under the watchful eye of that same nosy-ass desk clerk. When he dropped off his key card, she asked if he needed the airport shuttle, and for a second I almost wished he’d say yes. I felt on the verge of breaking, and I didn’t want to do that in front of him.

      In spite of my reservations, my heart swelled when he declined. That meant we still had a little smidge of time, even if it was a double-edged sword. I sucked in a deep breath to strengthen my resolve for a public farewell.

      After a painfully quiet ride to the airport, I stood by while he checked his bag. Then we headed toward security. Ty slowed and turned to look down at me. With a heavy heart, I focused steadily on his eyes, desperate to memorize every flick of color and thick, dark lash.

      I offered him what I hoped was a light and easy smile, despite the putrid grief churning in my gut. “Well, merry fuckin’ Christmas.”

      Ty quietly laughed. It seemed tinged with sadness, but that could have been my own melancholy coloring it in. My own wish that this little sexcapade meant something more to him. He pulled me in for one last hug, and I deeply inhaled, fixing his cedarwood scent in my mind.

      “Thank you for an amazing holiday,” he murmured into my hair.

      I almost lost it right there. With that little reaffirmation of what this was.

      An amazing holiday. That was all.

      And now it was over.

      My eyes burned, so I squeezed them tight. I pressed my face into his chest, tightening my arms around his waist. One last little clutch. I took a deep breath to fortify my wavering spirit and pushed away. “Take care, Ty.”

      A quick glimmer of pain flashed over his features, but in a heartbeat it was gone, perhaps just a figment of my imagination.

      “You, too, Gin.”

      He cupped my face in his hands and lowered his head for a feathery kiss. For a moment, time stood still around us, like our connection had broken the space-time continuum or some shit. His reverent caress was almost my undoing. I breathed him in one last time, aching to fall against him. To wrap my arms around him and ask him to stay.

      To give me some sign that the last few days had hit him as hard as they’d hit me.

      But he straightened and stepped back. A shattering sensation filled my chest as his lips tilted in a wry smile. He reached for his carry-on, and, with a cursory wave, he walked away from me.
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, my cabin felt too quiet. The snow fell outside, piling up into deep drifts. I built up the fire, pulled on some pajama pants and a hoodie, and curled up to watch the flames.

      It felt like I had just hit a precipice. A fork in the road of my life.

      As a kid, I’d loved Christmas. That all changed when my mom died. For years after, it seemed like Christmas had simply left my world. My dad’s struggles with depression and addiction seemed to hit then more than ever, and I began to dread the holidays. Then, his death snuffed out that last little bit of Christmas spirit in my heart.

      But this year with Ty was so very different.

      Laughing. Loving. Well, maybe not loving. I barely knew the guy, really. But that human touch. The gratuitous fucking had been glorious. And the way he held me after. My heart swelled when I remembered his arms tight around me. His laugh and the teasing glimmer in his eyes. His soft snore. The way his hair was all mussed on top when he woke. Or whenever I had my fingers in it, guiding his lips to the places I needed them most.

      And now that he was gone, I actually felt…lonely.

      That was a new thing for me. I didn’t like to hang out with people all the time. Yeah, I worked in a bar, but I had a job to do there. A demand on my attention. It wasn’t like I was making small talk or out partying it up. I was sorta on the outer fringes of life, a place that had always felt comfortable. An endless loop of trying to get through. Survival sprinkled with bits of humanity to convince myself I was happier alone.

      And then Ty stumbled into Breck’s and shot that all to hell.

      That first night, part of my reason for going to bed with the man had been to help him move on. Yeah, it was my teenage fantasy come true, but he’d gotten the shit end of the deal with his ex and his brother. So some of my rationale, flawed as it was, was that he needed a good fuck to put it all behind him.

      But for the first time in forever, I’d felt alive. Laughter. Exhilaration. Sorrow. All because of Ty. Those precious few days with him filled holes in my heart I never knew existed. They made me wonder what life would be like to have that all the time. Not just another warm body, but the comfort of another soul.

      It was like he’d healed me of that fear to get close and lose someone special. Like maybe our time together had actually done as much to help me as it had him.

      And now, as much as I missed him and as much as it killed, I wouldn’t have done any of it differently.
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        * * *

      

      My first order of business the following day was to get the window repaired at Breck’s before my boss got home. Using Ty’s roll of twenties, I quickly set about getting the supplies. Frank sat back and supervised, so to speak, while I helped Phil and Larry replace the glass. When we were done, I divvied up the remaining money between the three of them as a thank you.

      I did my best to avoid any questions about that disaster of a call on Christmas Day, mostly by just pretending I didn’t hear them when they asked about Ty. I dreaded the conversation, but eventually fessed up about his shitstorm and that he’d needed someone to get through the holidays. This seemed to pacify their intrigue somewhat. After all, I was well-known for making others my mission, something the three of them knew first-hand.

      I did omit the round-the-clock sex-fest parts or the fact that I’d obsessed over him for half of my life, although my tattletale cheeks flushed Rudolph’s-nose-red as I spoke.

      “Too bad he didn’t stick around,” Larry lamented with a sad light in his old gray eyes. “We adore you, Gin, but I think you’re a bit young for us.”

      Frank snorted. “Speak for yourself. I’m in my prime.”

      Their ongoing back-and-forth lightened my heart, but faded out as my mind began to wander back to Ty. I wondered if he was sitting on a beach somewhere in the Keys. Maybe playing golf. I wondered if he had to see dickhead and bitchface and, if so, I hoped they were at least being kind. I wondered if his parents were supportive of him. If he told them about me, quickly dismissing that idea. Why would he? I was just a Christmas fling.

      But mostly, I wondered if he thought about me.
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        * * *

      

      The time between Christmas and New Year’s in Aspen was nuts. Swarms of visitors filled the slopes, the shops, and the bars. Over the next few days, I got up, went to Breck’s, worked until the wee morning hours, and went home to crash and do it all again. It was all hands on deck, and I was all in. I smiled and laughed and flirted. Tips were plentiful.

      Every so often, though, a tinge of sorrow would creep in. The Colorado blue spruce dotting the mountainsides reminded me of his eyes. Rinsing the washrag brought his words from that first night back to me. I always wondered what happened to you. While washing tables, I could almost feel our first kiss. The crisp night air took me back to our walk through the Glory Hole Park to his suite.

      And I craved enchiladas and tres leches cake like never before.

      It all filled my chest with a consistently wistful ache.

      Finally, it was New Year’s Eve, and Breck’s was raging. I welcomed the chaos that kept my mind from roaming back to Christmas Day. I was tough. Hardened by hardship. I just needed to get through this little bit of heartache, and I’d be fine and dandy in the end.

      As the clock ticked away the old year to ring in the new, though, I slipped a little. I envisioned him walking through the door. Striding across the room to grip my hair in his hands to kiss me hard at midnight.

      But the strike of twelve came and went. All around me, people cheered and kissed and sang Auld Lang Syne off key. Should old acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind? The words had never meant much to me before, yet tonight they made my eyes burn with unshed tears. With a deep breath, I brushed them away and continued to wipe down tables and deliver drinks, pretending I wasn’t dismayed that my foolish little reverie went unfulfilled.

      My three stooges ended up closing down the bar. Rather than calling a cab, I offered to give them all rides home. I was still pretty keyed up from the hectic night, and the drive seemed like a nice way to chill before I got home. My little cabin seemed too quiet without Ty there. Around town we went, stopping at their houses one by one. First Larry, then Frank, and finally Phil who lived on the outskirts of town across the valley from my place.

      “You gonna be okay to get home, kiddo?” Phil’s white caterpillar eyebrow arched as he looked over at me in the pale glow of dash lights.

      I gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine, really. I could about drive that road with my eyes closed.”

      “Well, for Christ’s sake, don’t try that tonight.” He started exiting my truck, but paused with a solemn nod. “I kinda figured we’d see that young feller of yours tonight.”

      My heart lurched with a little pang, a tightness that crept up into my throat. “He’s not mine, Phil. He was lovely, but he’s not mine.”

      “It took me a while to place him, but once I thought about it, I remember his family.”

      “Yeah? How did you know them?”

      “We built their house right about the time his brother started training for the Olympics. Quite the skier, but kind of a little asshole.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” I snorted.

      “Ty, though, he was a good kid.” He stared out in the darkness for a moment. “He’d have been good for you.”

      I lowered my gaze, focusing on the instrument panel of my truck. Something mechanical to wipe the wretched, illogical emotion from my heart. “Just wasn’t meant to be, I guess.” I swallowed hard, and forced a teasing grin as I looked back over at Phil. “So how come I never knew you were such a mushy old fart?”

      “Ha! Yeah, just don’t tell the ladies at the senior center. I practically have to beat them off with a stick as it is.”

      With a smile and a Santa Claus twinkle in his eye, he climbed from my truck. I waited for him to shuffle through the snow and safely inside before pulling away and turning back toward home.

      Halfway down the mountainside into town, though, I stopped. Aspen’s street lights glowed across the valley below me. The excitement had waned now that the bars were closed, but the occasional spray of fireworks still lit up the sky. Up where I was, the sounds of celebration were muted, yet faintly carried through the cold wintery night.

      My thoughts again turned to Ty. I allowed myself a moment to soak up the memories coursing through my mind. To imagine his touch on my skin and mourn the faintest hint of what could have been, so I could wake up in the morning to a fresh new year, free of any lingering remorse.

      I’d always shied away from social media, but as I sat there on the mountainside watching the occasional glittering fireworks over Aspen with Ty so heavily on my mind, I finally caved and grabbed my cell. Quickly setting up an account, I immediately searched for him. My heart skipped when I saw his face. Those blue spruce eyes. His dark umber hair. That smile that melted my icy insides.

      The quiet mountainside had soothed my melancholy, but his face brought it all back full force. Memories of Ty standing outside Breck’s looking so innocent when he clearly wasn’t. The day that followed with my popped tire, the snow angels, and the best enchiladas ever.

      But more than anything, just that solemn comfort I felt when I was wrapped up tightly in his arms.

      There were photos from his time in the service, mostly in the typical army green T-shirt and camo pants, but one in his dress blues that made my lungs seize up and my heart pitter-patter. A few pics from everyday life in Colorado Springs. There were a couple shots of him and his brother as kids, some of him and his folks. Any photos of Amber were noticeably absent, and I felt somewhat grateful, even if I did want to get all snarky about her appearance.

      Every picture affected me. Some warmed my heart. Some warmed my vagina. Some made me laugh. Some made me tearful.

      Once again, I mentally chastised myself for feeling so much when I wasn’t supposed to.

      Then I saw the little messenger icon.

      I told myself multiple times it was a bad idea. I berated myself for even thinking of it. But I still downloaded that app, too. Then opened and closed it a gazillion times.

      And then I typed one little word.

      
        
        Hey

      

      

      I stared at it, calling myself all kinds of stupid. My stomach felt like it was doing Zumba. Badly. I felt like I was going to hurl, and I opened my window to breathe in some crisp mountain air. My eyes closed as I inhaled long and slow in an attempt to soothe my raging mind.

      And I heard a little ping.

      
        
        Hey

      

      

      I stared at his response, mind blankly grasping for what to say. I hadn’t thought this far ahead. In fact, I hadn’t really thought at all. I’d pushed all my apprehension aside and just done it.

      But he responded. Almost immediately. So maybe…

      
        
        How you doing?

      

      

      My cheesy Joey Tribbiani question sat there taunting me. The longer it sat there, the more fucking idiotic it felt. Exponentially so when he replied.

      
        
        You should go home

      

      

      I frowned. What the hell?

      
        
        Fuck off, I’m not drunk

      

      

      It was there in text before I even realized I’d typed it. After all, that’s totally what I’d say, drunk or not.

      
        
        Gin, go home

      

      

      I wanted to ask him a million questions. What had happened when he went back to Florida. How were things with his folks? Did anything go down with his brother and Amber?

      But he clearly wasn’t in the mood to chat. Granted, it was beyond the middle of the night in Aspen, so it was practically morning in Florida. And God only knew what kind of crap he’d been putting up with there.

      At any rate, he didn’t seem too excited to hear from me.

      With an angry dash at my tears, I quickly deleted the app from my phone. All those things I’d been feeling were just me after all. I needed to just remember the good in our time together and let go of the childish daydreams I still harbored for Ty Sievers.

      So with that grim determination, I went home. Up the rocky mountain road at a snail’s pace. I sure as fuck didn’t need a flat tonight. My track record with luck wasn’t great as it was, so I didn’t want to tempt the fates.

      When I turned into my drive and rounded the trees, my lights flashed off an unfamiliar Jeep, and my foot slammed hard on the brake. I didn’t want to hope, especially after the little mental lecture I’d just given myself. There had to be some other explanation why someone would be there.

      But then I saw Ty sitting on my steps. I crept my truck forward and parked, my eyes wide. My mind desperately hoping this wasn’t just some weird delusion. I climbed out and walked over to him, halting a foot or so away. My mouth felt dry and my heart pounded in my chest.

      “You’re not in Florida.”

      He stood, descending the steps to stand before me, his eyes holding mine under the glow of the Christmas lights. “I’m not in Florida.”

      “What are you doing here?” My mind reeled, and apprehension tangled with giddiness to bubble through my chest.

      “When I came to Aspen, I already had the ticket to Florida. My folks were expecting me the day after Christmas, and, God knows, my mom would have killed me if I’d backed out, even with all the shit that went down with Amber and Cory.” He rolled his eyes, and huffed out a long sigh. “But I didn’t know where I was going next. As I sat there under the palms in the balmy air, I kept thinking about something you said. About Aspen feeling like home. You were absolutely right. This is the only place that ever really felt like that to me. So I’m back.”

      I could barely breathe. Barely think. “Okay, so you’re thinking of moving back, but why are you here? At my house. In the middle of the night on New Year’s Eve? Or day, whatever the fuck it is right now.” I knew what I wanted him to say so badly.

      “Okay, don’t freak out,” he urged, holding up his hands.

      I instantly started freaking out. On the inside, at least. Outwardly, I bit my trembling lip and allowed him to continue.

      “I know you have this whole independent thing going. But I have a confession to make.” He paused for a second, opening and closing his mouth a few times before he seemed to find the words he was looking for. “When that shit went down with my ex and my brother, I felt lost. I didn’t know what to do. All my plans were shit. All I had was a ticket to Aspen and a room at the Gant, and I almost canceled them both. But then, I remembered you.”

      My brows knit tightly together, and I narrowed my gaze at him. “You didn’t even know me then.” It almost sounded like I was the reason he still came, but that didn’t make sense. Kinda stalkery hot, because I strangely dug that sort of thing, but the concept really wasn’t rational.

      “No, I didn’t know you, but I remembered you. I always regretted being too chickenshit to talk to you back in high school. So I came here for Christmas and looked for you. Everywhere.”

      My heart skipped about ten beats, and my lungs froze in my chest. “Did you know I worked at Breck’s?”

      He shook his head, huffing out a chuckle. “No. I looked for Virginia Roche, not Bennett. When I couldn’t find you, I thought maybe you’d moved away. That you found someone and were living happily ever after somewhere else. I’d completely given up when I came into Breck’s. I felt so defeated. And then I looked up and realized…you were you.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me then?”

      “It all came back. The whole chickenshit feeling.” He grimaced, eyeing me carefully. “And honestly, I kinda felt like a stalker by that point.”

      My entire body swayed like a young quaking aspen in a summer storm. I felt dizzy. Faint. “I need to sit down,” I gasped.

      “Shit, here.” He slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me close and guiding me up the stairs to the cabin. I numbly held out my keys, and he unlocked the front door, then eased me through it to the couch.

      The whole way, I stared up at him. He looked good. He looked really good. He still hadn’t shaved, and his beard had grown in thicker. His arms felt heavenly. And his voice…Christ.

      At the moment, though, his eyes looked concerned.

      “I freaked you out,” he murmured with a frown.

      “No,” I quickly gasped. “I’m…I just…I had no idea. Jesus, Ty, we’d never even spoken to each other before Christmas Eve. Up until then, I had no idea you even knew I existed, and now you’re telling me you came here for me.”

      It was hard to even say it. I wanted it so badly to be true, but it seemed so inconceivable.

      “I know. I get how crazy it is. I’ve been going back and forth in my brain since I left. Fuck, we were together for a day and a half. And then I about killed myself to get here by midnight tonight, but then I got a fucking flat tire and by the time I got here the bar was closed. Can you believe that shit? It’s insane. Who the hell does this?” He shook his head in sheer bafflement. “But, Gin, I just couldn’t stop thinking about you. I couldn’t stop thinking about us. I want to see what we can be.”

      I jumped up, taking a few steps away. Needing to be cognizant of all the reasons this was a bad idea when all I wanted to do was kiss him. To fall into his arms and let this happen.

      But how the fuck was this supposed to work?

      “Ty, what about your ex? Your brother? I know you said you don’t think you really loved her, but you seemed heartbroken when I first saw you. Maybe you’re just rebounding like a motherfucker. Your whole life was thrown up in the air.” I choked on the air in my lungs, all my fears pouring out of my chest in a blathering whirl. “This was supposed to be a merry little hookup. You were only here for a couple days. It wasn’t supposed to be anything more than that.”

      “Tell me, does it feel that way to you?” He rose and strode over to me, eyes darkened. Frown deepened. Shoulders tensed up and jaw clenched.

      I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer, and they spilled down my cheeks. My thoughts fluttered around in my head, anxiety colliding with promise. I finally shook my head. “This never felt temporary to me. Batshit crazy, yes. But it was all I could do not to ask you to stay.”

      Ty exhaled, long and slow. He cupped my face with his hands, and his whole body slumped as the tension evaporated. “I didn’t think it was just me. I never felt anything remotely like this with Amber. With anyone. Fuck, why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Why didn’t you?” I laughed back through my tears. “This argument sounds sorta familiar.”

      His thumb brushed my ear, and he gently tugged me towards him. My eyes closed as his lips grazed my forehead. I melted into his bulky frame, my hands grazing his flannel shirt under his parka, and vaguely wondered if this was really happening. If he was really here. It seemed too much like a naughty fairytale come true.

      He lifted his head and smiled down at me, a glimmer in his beautiful blue-green eyes. “So, anyway, I was wondering if you might like to go out sometime.”

      “Oh my God, you’re certifiable,” I laughed, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “But yes. Yes, I would.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Christmas Eve, one year later
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        * * *

      

      “Gin, we’re going to be late.”

      I was just finishing off my makeup with a silky slide of sugarplum lipstick and turned to give Ty an air kiss.

      He groaned and walked into the bathroom, settling his hands on my hips as he looked at our reflection in the mirror. He looked stunning, his dark hair still high and tight, but he tended to wear it more tousled these days. I had a habit of running my fingers through it. Gripping and pulling it. He probably just got tired of combing it. Tonight he was dressed in a crisp white shirt and new jeans. He truly looked ever so fuckable.

      Of course, I always thought he was ever so fuckable.

      “We don’t have to go tonight,” he murmured against my neck. His teeth nipped slightly, making me gasp as an aching need began to form low in my gut. “I can think of a million other things I’d love to do with you than have dinner with my family.”

      I turned in his arms to face him. Poor guy was clearly dreading tonight. It wasn’t like we hadn’t seen his brother and hoface before now, but as expected, it had been tense. Brief, thank God, but definitely tense, mostly because they were absolute assholes. However, I also sensed in Ty a bit of that kid who still felt a chill from being in his brother’s shadow.

      When Ty’s mom suggested they come to Aspen for Christmas, Ty had been on board. Then Cory and Amber decided to come, too, much to the dismay of Ty and me. Fortunately, we had our little oasis out in the woods and the rough winter road that prevented them from just popping in.

      But tonight was Christmas Eve, and Ty’s mother had begged for a family dinner. She wanted so badly for bygones to be bygones. Honestly, she was pretty sweet and very hard for us to say no to.

      “I’m not afraid of them, Ty.” I turned to face him, wrapping my hands around the back of his neck and pressing myself up against him. “You shouldn’t be either. You’re a gazillion times the man your brother is. Besides, it’s just for an hour or two.”

      He lifted me to the counter, plopping my ass next to the sink. His hands gripped my hips and he pressed his arousal hard against me. “I could just fuck you now and make sure we’re late.”

      “You could,” I gasped. I was always ready for more Ty. Always wet. Always aching. “But this is for your mom.”

      He tipped his forehead to rest against my shoulder, his breath hot on my neck as he exhaled rather dramatically. “Fine.”

      “But,” I whispered heavily into his ear, “when it’s over, we can come home and you can do anything you want with me. Over and over and over.”

      “Mmm, like naked hot tubbing under the stars?” Ty groaned deliciously, referring to our newest purchase for the cabin settled nicely on a flagstone patio just off the front porch. He pressed a hard, fast kiss on my lips and rested his forehead against mine. “Just so you know, I’m going to tell my mom you’re bribing me with hot tub sex.”

      “You will not,” I laughed lightly. “You love that she loves me, and you’d never do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Yeah, you got me.” He grazed my lips with a kiss and headed towards the door. “I’m going to go warm up the Jeep.”

      I’d been terrified of meeting Ty’s folks. I kept picturing a mom and dad version of his asshat brother and imagined I was far from what they had in mind for Ty with my tattoos and outrageous hair.

      But then I met them.

      Kathryn Sievers was adorable and sweet, and Dale was kind and funny. Neither seemed to be put off by my appearance, and they welcomed me into their family. Ty’s mom even admitted that she’d been terrified of meeting me, mostly because she’d never really gotten on well with Amber, and the dislike between the two of them only intensified when Amber switched brothers. A little shell-shocked from that rocky relationship, she’d been worried that I’d be similar. Needless to say, she was incredibly pleased when I turned out to be quite the opposite.

      With one last glance in the mirror and a little mental pep talk to gear up for an interesting night, I pulled on my coat and hat and headed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner began about how we expected it.

      Cory bragged about how much money he was making. Amber prattled on about getting back her pre-baby body. The two of them were so incredibly vain and materialistic. Multiple times throughout the night, Ty’s mother looked as though she’d have just as soon not invited them. In all fairness to her, though, she hadn’t.

      Then the fireworks began.

      Little Cory Junior grunted in his high chair, suddenly becoming very fragrant, at which point Amber looked pointedly at her husband.

      “Babe, Little Cory Junior has a stinky.”

      Big Cory Senior just blinked at her, a forkful of food hovering in the air before his mouth. “So, do something about it.” He finished his bite and scooped up another without a second glance.

      “Seriously? You know I just got this manicure. And this dress…I can’t get baby poop on this dress.”

      See? Vain and materialistic.

      Ty’s parents, Ty, and I all just looked at each other with wide eyes as the tiff escalated further.

      “Fuck your manicure and fuck your dress,” Cory shot back, taking a hearty sip of his whisky on the rocks. He’d been half-cocked when we arrived, and had downed a number of drinks before dinner followed by a number of drinks with dinner.

      Kathryn rose and rounded the table to Amber. “Amber, I’ll take care of little Cory. You guys just enjoy your meal.”

      “Fuck, Mom,” Cory started. “She can do it. She’s certainly not mother-of-the-year, but she can change her own fucking kid’s diaper.”

      Amber quickly handed Little Cory Junior to Ty’s mom and rounded on Big Cory Senior as Kathryn practically ran out of the room with the baby.

      Amber did not sit back down to enjoy her dinner. Instead she stood there, hands on her hips, nostrils flaring in anger. “What, and you’re super dad? It’s a good thing I hired a nanny. I’m practically a single parent. For the life of me, I don’t even know why you married me. You don’t seem to want anything to do with either of us.”

      I didn’t know where to look. My eyes glued to the dumpster fire in front of us, and I was strangely thrilled we hadn’t skipped out on dinner. I only noticed my jaw hung open when Ty reached over and tapped it shut.

      “It should have told you something when you had to pour a half bottle of whisky down my throat just to get me down the aisle.” Big Cory Senior was full-on torqued at that point. No power on earth could have stopped the shitstorm that followed. “I’m not even certain the kid’s mine. I highly doubt I was the only guy you were fucking around on Ty with.” He leapt to his feet, stumbling slightly as he braced himself on the chair back, and then huffed and swerved his way through the dining room towards the bar. “I need another drink!”

      Amber’s face was completely red in her fury, contrasting sharply with her Barbie blonde hair. By that time, the entire restaurant had gone silent, watching the quarrel play out. Only whispers and Amber’s heaving breaths could be heard. She huffed as she flopped back into her chair. Numerous looks of disapproval focused on her, intermingled with pitying glances to the rest of us.

      Ty’s dad stood and murmured in between Ty and me. “I’m going to check on Cory. See if I can get him to mellow his shit a little.”

      Ahh, Christmas bliss.

      So there sat Ty and I with Amber. Raging, bitchface Amber.

      A place neither of us wanted to be in the slightest. I looked over at Ty, placing my hand on his tensed thigh. He looked like he needed some good old-fashioned stress release.

      “Oh, look,” I exclaimed, nodding across the restaurant. I stood and grabbed his hand, urging him to rise. “There’s Cami and West! I haven’t seen them in forever. Let’s go say hi.”

      Ty practically jumped out of his seat, clearly more than happy to leave his fuming ex at the table alone, and damn near dragged me along towards our friends. At the last moment, though, I pulled him through the entryway and into the woman’s bathroom, locking the door behind me.

      “Gin? What are you—” he began.

      I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. Hard. Watching that display had me so thankful that I had fallen in love with him. We had our disagreements, but they were nothing like what we’d just witnessed. I finally came up for air, and whispered against his lips. “I just wanted you to know how much I fucking love you. I’m so glad you’re nothing like your jackass of a brother.”

      “Fuck, honey, I’ll tell ya,” he replied intermittently between more deep, wet kisses, “I thank fuck every day that she cheated on me. That I came home and found you. Jesus, Gin…I love everything about you.”

      I pulled back and looked up at him mischievously. “I have a secret for you. Not a present, but a secret.”

      “Yeah?” His lips were wet from our kiss, his blue spruce eyes dark and hot.

      “I’m wearing the tights from last Christmas.”

      The tights he’d ripped down the middle so he could fulfill his teenage spank bank daydream. I watched him closely as it registered to him just what I was saying.

      “Ohhh, I’d count that as a present,” he hoarsely ground out. “Panties?”

      I shook my head and my hands swept down to his fly to work the button and zipper. As soon as I had him free, he had me up against the wall, sinking deep inside me.

      “God, Gin,” he groaned, “it’s like sliding into the fucking magic of Christmas.”

      “Fuck me, Ty,” I begged. “Pretty please.”

      And he did, right there in the ladies room of the Hotel Jerome in the middle of the Christmas Eve dinner rush.

      “Virginia Bennett,” Ty breathed out heavily afterward, still holding me up against the wall. Still inside me. “I’ve been half in love with you since the first time I saw you, and I’m so fucking in love with you now. Will you marry me?”

      I pushed at his shoulders to stare at him. “Seriously,” I gasped. “Should you maybe think about it and make sure that’s what you really want? Like when I’m not riding your dick?”

      “No,” Ty laughed. “I’ve been wanting to ask you for days. Weeks. Months. It’s not just Aspen that feels like home, it’s you. I know we were trying to take it slow, but Christ.”

      “Yeah, I kinda blew that when I answered the door naked for our fifth date.” I tipped my head to rest my cheek against his shoulder.

      “Mmmm, yeah, that was phenomenal.” He placed a quick kiss on my lips, then lowered me to the floor, breaking our intimate connection. Reaching for a paper towel, he tenderly wiped me clean, something that never failed to get me a bit wound up all over again. His eyes flicked up to mine and deepened as I bit my lip. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. We can see my parents tomorrow morning. Tonight should just be you and me. It’s kinda like our anniversary. One year ago tonight, I found you. You fucked me clean out of this world, and I’ve been yours ever since. I want to get you home so I can convince you to be mine.”

      “Jesus, Ty, I already am. I was yours the second you walked into Breck’s.”

      “Then marry me, same time next year. All I want for Christmas is you.”

      Once again, Mariah Carey started up in my head.

      “Hmm,” I murmured, scraping my nail along his bearded jaw, “you have been a really good boy this year.”

      He caught my face in his hands, his fingers in my hair, and intensely held my gaze. “Is that a yes?”

      “That’s a yes,” I nodded and pressed my lips to his for a long slow kiss. I wrapped my arms tight around his neck and clung to him. “I love you, Ty.”

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      The knock echoed through the restroom, making us both start. “Just a second,” I called out.

      We quickly made ourselves presentable, and I opened the door to peek out.

      And there was Amber. Still red, still fuming. “You know,” she scowled when she saw it was me in the bathroom, “you can primp all you want, but you’re never going to look as good as me. You know Ty would take me back in a second if I wanted him.”

      Ty slipped his arm around my waist and placed a kiss on my shoulder, coming into Amber’s view. I couldn’t contain my giggle when her jaw dropped.

      “Yeah, not so much. You fucking my brother was thee best thing to ever happen to me.” Ty frowned at her with a narrowed glare before looking back at me, grazing my cheek with his fingertips. “It led me straight to Gin.”

      He was so getting lucky tonight. Again.

      Amber looked like her head was going to explode. She opened and closed her mouth numerous times. Her brows knit together, and her flushed face scrunched up. As Ty guided me from the restroom, she huffed herself into the bathroom with a slam of the door.

      That alone made this a contender for the best Christmas Eve ever. Well, maybe for second place.

      Nothing could top last year.
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, we settled into the hot tub with glasses of Sauvignon blanc. Thick, fluffy snowflakes fell through the steam, tingling when they hit the heat of my skin. Heavy clouds covered most of the sky, but gave little glimpses of bright stars that glittered in the darkness. The chaos of dinner had long since faded, replaced by sheer serenity.

      I leaned my head on Ty’s shoulder, letting the peace wash through me. Enjoying the magic of the night. Ty had a way of making every day feel like Christmas, but something about tonight seemed even more special. Maybe it was like he said. It was kind of like our anniversary.

      Ty reached off to the side to grab the wine bottle. As he began to refill my glass, something sparkled in the glow of the Christmas lights.

      “What the—?” I began, but then my voice froze. I looked up at Ty who was watching me closely. He set down the bottle, then took my glass, setting it aside, too.

      And then he slipped the sparkly off the tip of his pinky and onto my left ring finger. “I finally decided I was going to ask you tomorrow morning, but then I had a little premature, um, outburst in the ladies room. So, I figured I’d give you the ring in the morning, but now I don’t want to wait. I want to wake up with my ring on your finger.”

      I held out my trembling hand, fingers extended, to gaze at the ring. A large hexagonal diamond in the center surrounded by numerous little diamonds, some smaller than others, to form a perfectly exquisite snowflake.

      “You still want to marry me, right?” Ty’s voice rumbled softly in my ear. “After all, you were riding my dick when I asked, and you seemed to be concerned that I might change my mind. I guess I should be concerned that you might.”

      Breathless, I tore my gaze away from the prettiest ring I’d ever seen in my life to look up at him. “Jesus, Ty, of course. Yes. I do. So much. Fuck, I can’t believe you even have to—”

      My stunned rambles were cut short by his lips. His fingers threaded through my hair. I turned and straddled him in the water, my palms holding his jaw steady as I kissed him back with every fiber of my being.

      And as Christmas Eve became Christmas Day, we held each other. We loved each other in the crisp holiday air until we were waterlogged and pruny.

      Yeah, Ty made every day feel like Christmas.

      But he also made Christmas so much more.
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      Sibylla Matilde grew up on the back of a horse exploring in the mountain valleys of Southwest Montana. She attended a two-room schoolhouse 1st through 6th grade where she had same teacher the whole time. At the age of 12, Siby discovered historical romance, devouring the work of Jude Devereaux, Lisa Kleypas, and Karen Robards. She began writing in 2013 with her debut novel, Little Conversations, and self-published ten works over the next three years. She took a few years off to deal with life (it proved very difficult to move on from her Bangin’ Mofos…they were a blast to write), but is back at the keyboard with new steamy stories brewing in her naughty little brain.
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            Stalk Siby…

          

          She kinda likes it ;)
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