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Mistress Christmas
 
 
 
Lorelei James


Dedication
To my husband EJA: you’re the best Christmas present ever!


Chapter One
“I look like an X-rated Mrs. Claus!” Holly North did a double take at her brazen image in the full-length mirror.
“That’s the point.”
“I don’t think Santa would approve.”
“Au contraire. I have it on good authority Santa loves naughty girls way more than nice girls. You should see what they get for Christmas.”
“I can’t wear this. My nipples are practically showing.” Holly yanked up the red leather bustier.
Ivy jerked the bustier back down. “Leave it. Customers want to believe they’re getting a free peep show.”
Holly gaped at her friend, Ivy Lane, owner of Sugar Plums, a “gentleman’s” club—aka a high-class strip joint. She gestured to the skintight leather pants, the shelf-like bustier that displayed her boobs like Christmas ornaments, and the four-inch poinsettia-red stilettos. “No man out there is going to buy that I’m the infamous Mistress Christmas, regardless if I’m wearing the costume.”
“It’s all in the attitude, sweetums.” Ivy frowned and tugged the black leather pants to Holly’s hipbones. “Actually it’s in the hips. Swivel ’em, baby.”
“Great.” Holly stared at the exposed section of her stomach where the bustier and the pants gapped. She turned sideways. Truthfully, she didn’t look half-bad. Pilates three times a week kept her belly from jiggling like a bowl full of jelly.
Still…as she stared at the smoky-eyed, half-naked stranger in the mirror, she wondered if she should’ve skipped that last glass of mulled wine. How could she even consider parading in public dressed this way?
“Just cop an attitude. Rule number one: sell yourself,” Ivy intoned. “Stop acting like an accountant.”
“But I am an accountant.” Ivy was her best pal—and top client. When Holly had impulsively stopped by to drop off quarterly tax forms, Ivy had pleaded with Holly to cover Mistress Christmas’s shift. Not only was the real Mistress sick, half of the bartenders and bouncers were out sick too.
Since Sugar Plums was a Christmas-themed strip joint, the club was especially swamped during the holidays. And since Holly was a sucker, she had a hard time saying the word no to her desperate friend.
But a teeny part of her was excited to break out of the boring mold and act bold and daring.
“You are a damn good accountant, Holls. However, you are also one gorgeous woman.” Ivy slathered on the flattery as thick as Tom and Jerry batter. “You shouldn’t hide this hot, curvy body under tweed, wool and prim looks. Shake it. Flaunt it. I guarantee my customers are gonna eat you up.”
Holly’s eyes widened. “But you said I wouldn’t actually have to get on stage and dance. I can’t strut around like a holiday dominatrix! What if someone recognizes me?”
“Trust me, I barely recognize you.” Ivy sighed. “Anyway, you don’t have to strip. And it’s not like I expect you to do lap dances. We’ll announce you, you’ll walk across the stage and then you’ll mingle with the customers.”
“That’s all?” she asked skeptically.
“Yep. You can come back to the dressing rooms and chill between Divinity’s and Candy Cane’s sets, if you want.” Ivy rummaged through a cardboard box of props, muttering to herself.
“Aha!” She waved a red velvet mask at Holly. “Put this on. It’ll give you an air of mystery and a measure of privacy.”
“Fine.” Holly slid the mask over her face, careful not to smear the artfully applied makeup or jostle the tinsel threaded through her hair. The minute that sinfully soft velvet caressed her skin, Holly’s modesty miraculously vanished.
Wow. She didn’t look like Holly North, respectable accountant; she looked…like a complete sexpot.
Oh yeah. This could be fun. Freeing.
Getting in the holiday spirit, Holly smiled coyly at Ivy in the mirror. “Hand me the red lipstick. Do you think I should dust snowy glitter across my cleavage? Or would that be too much?”
 
***
 
Detective Nick West sipped his Artic Ale and scrutinized the interior of Sugar Plums. Classy joint. Dark, but clean. The place could use a few more bouncers—security was a bit lax in his opinion.
The sound system pulsed and the strobe lights flashed in time to music heavy on the bass line. Although the stage was empty, the place was packed with single men, outrageously priced drinks in hand, their hungry gazes glued to the trio of brass stripper poles center stage as a disco ball spun, casting a kaleidoscope of color across the white walls.
To the left was a screened-off area that Nick assumed was for lap dances—not that he knew about those firsthand. Strip clubs had never been his thing, even in his younger years when he was raising hell in Wyoming with his notoriously wild McKay cousins. And luckily, early on in his career, Adult-oriented businesses or AOBs—weren’t on his patrol assignments.
To the right was another small but open room, which housed the video lottery machines. Several overweight guys sat in front of the glowing blue screens, in a daze, poking buttons and feeding money into the greedy bill slots like junkies.
What a waste. A spark of anger reminded him why he was here. Last week his friend Rudy Donner had spent an evening at Sugar Plums. During a lap dance, the stripper known as Mistress Christmas had drugged his drink and lifted fifteen hundred bucks from his wallet. Rudy didn’t remember much besides waking up in his car, cold, hungover and dead broke. Poor Rudy had been too embarrassed to press charges.
So Nick decided he’d check the place out on his own time, off the clock. He’d get up close and personal with the mysterious Mistress Christmas. If she pulled the same shit on him, well, he’d slap a pair of cuffs on her faster than she could say, “Merry Christmas, Officer.” And his cuffs weren’t the velvet-lined novelty type she was probably used to.
The music ended abruptly. An air of expectation filled the room and all eyes focused on the door on the stage.
A throaty female voice boomed over the stereo system. “Let’s get this party started! First up tonight, for your pleasure, we have the talents of Divinity, followed by Velvet and lastly, the ever-popular Candy Cane. To get this party going, I’d like to introduce Mistress Christmas.”
More whoops resounded.
“Mistress Christmas isn’t dancing this evening.”
Boos ensued.
Nick frowned and a suspicious feeling rolled through him. What kind of strip club was this that the headliner wasn’t dancing?
“Now don’t get your jocks in a knot, boys. Instead, of shaking her Christmas bon-bon, she’ll be out front mingling with all of you, sharing her special brand of holiday cheer. Let’s give Mistress Christmas a big Sugar Plums welcome!”
Wolf whistles, catcalls, and wild applause rang out as the lights dimmed. The door opened and out stepped a vision of pure sex on stilettos.
Holy shit. The woman was a goddess. Tall and built like a brick shithouse. Her leather-clad legs went on forever. Her tits weren’t the enormous jugs most strippers displayed, but rosy mounds that filled out the skintight corset to perfection. Her lips were full, lush and crimson stained. Her auburn hair, threaded with glittery tinsel, cascaded down her bare back. A mask covered half her angular face, accentuating her wide eyes and pouty mouth.
Visions of those red lips sliding up and down his cock, striping his dick like a candy cane, made his cock stand at full attention.
Jesus. No wonder this woman had suckered Rudy. She was an absolute wet dream.
She spun, twirled and strutted, playing her part to the hilt. Acting coquettish—the type of woman who’d purr like a kitten in polite company, but roar, scratch and bite like a tigress behind closed bedroom doors. The type of woman Nick secretly craved.
After several long minutes of watching every man in the joint approach her, Nick drained his beer and stood. No way was any other man putting his hands on her. No. Fucking. Way.
Tonight, Mistress Christmas belonged to him.
 
Holly took her time sauntering across the room to the horseshoe-shaped bar, smiling, flirting, acting like she knew what the hell she was doing.
Time dragged on, and after fifteen excruciating minutes, she needed a booster shot of liquid courage. She’d barely curled her fingers around the brass bar rail when warm breath tickled the damp skin below her ear. “Buy you a drink, Mistress Christmas?”
A chill trickled down her spine upon hearing the sexy masculine drawl. Holly half-turned. Good thing she held the railing because the man crowding her was the most spectacular male specimen she’d seen since…well, since ever.
Merry Christmas to her.
He was big; at least an imposing six-foot-three, and his body appeared to have been crafted out of solid muscle. His golden hair brushed the collar of his plaid western shirt, which stretched across his shoulders nearly as broad as the bar top. Laugh lines creased the corners of his hazel eyes, as well as the corners of his captivating lips. Lips that were curved into a big ol’ shit-eating grin.
Oh mama. That lethal smile could prove to be her downfall.
“Did I pass your inspection, darlin’?”
“With flying colors.” So much for acting cool and professional. She regrouped and smiled cheekily. “I believe you mentioned something about buying me a drink?”
“Absolutely. What’s your pleasure?”
You. “I’m in the mood for peppermint schnapps.”
“A taste of sweet and sticky coming right up.”
He scooted close enough she could differentiate the varying shades of gold, blond and brown in his wavy hair. And the scent of him was intoxicating—clean linen and hot man.
When he reached across the bar, the inside of his thick wrist grazed the bared skin below her ribcage. The electric shock of the simple contact nearly buckled her knees. A little gasp of surprise escaped before she could stop it.
His frown was there and gone as he paid the bartender and slid two shot glasses within reach.
When Holly faced him fully, his gaze focused on hers with an intensity that caused her eyelashes to tingle. As she attempted to gulp down her shot, he placed his warm, rough-skinned hand atop hers, stilling the motion.
“Ah ah ah. Not before we toast.”
“To what?”
“Come now, I’m sure this isn’t the first time you’ve made a toast in here.”
How wrong he was. Holly racked her brain for a clever phrase. “How about…to Christmas wishes coming true?” Heaven help her, this man appeared to be everything she’d ever wished for.
“Don’t you think that’s a little vague, Mistress Christmas?”
Lord. His sexy voice was as dangerous as his sexy smirk. She managed, “Do you have a specific wish in mind?”
His burning gaze raked her from the tips of her pointed ears to the tips of her pointed nipples. “I’ve got a very explicit wish. Would you like to hear it?”
Her body vibrated as if he’d whispered very explicit across every inch of her passion-soaked skin. “Maybe you should tell me your name before we start sharing wishes and dreams.”
“Nick.”
“Hmm. Are you anything like your namesake, Saint Nick?”
“Not even close, darlin’. I’ll offer no apologies that I’ve always been more sinner than saint material.”
“You do have that devilish look about you, Not-So-Saint Nick.”
Nick stared at her mouth, virtually growling, “I like the way my name sounds tumbling from your sweet lips.”
Playing with fire, Holly.
But she wasn’t brainy Holly North, shy accountant. She was bold Mistress Christmas, embodiment of sexual fantasies. And she’d milk that persona, live the dream of being the object of men’s physical desire, if only for a single night.
Holly lifted the glass to her mouth and ran her tongue around the rim, licking at the thick liquid clinging to the edge. The man’s gaze darkened; another thrill zipped through her. “Where’d you learn to talk so sweet?”
“Wyoming.”
“Does that make you a real cowboy?”
“Yep. Born and bred, dust on my boots, sage in my blood, dyed-in-the-wool gen-u-wine, native Wyoming hell-raiser.” He raised his glass to hers. “You impressed?”
“Very.”
“So let’s toast to overcoming first impressions.”
Weird toast, but she smiled. “I’ll drink to that.”
They chinked their glasses and knocked back the schnapps.
Holly welcomed the sweet fire flowing down her throat and slammed the empty glass on the bar with a heartfelt, “Ah.”
“Another?”
She automatically started to decline, but her inner vixen cooed, “Why not?”
“Coming right up.” Nick signaled the bartender.
The next shot boosted Holly’s confidence. “Tell me, Nick, if you’re really a cowboy, where’s your hat?”
“Same place as my horse—at home in Wyoming.”
“Do you live there?”
“Nope. I’m riding a steel horse in Denver these days. What about you?”
“No hat or horse,” she hedged playfully. “Not that it matters because I don’t know the first thing about riding.”
A twinkle brightened his eyes. “Really?”
She cautioned, “Before you ask, no, I don’t want to save a horse and ride a cowboy.”
“Pity.”
Nick’s you-caught-me-with-naughty-thoughts grin made her stomach cartwheel as fast as Wyoming tumbleweeds.
“I’d be more than willing to show you a few secret cowboy tricks once you mounted up.”
“I’ll just bet you could,” she murmured.
“I’ll just bet you were born to ride. You’d look amazing on top. Your thighs clamped tight, your back arched just so, your head held high as you find the natural rhythm of moving on a powerful body. This gorgeous mane”—he twirled a section around his index finger—“trailing between your shoulder blades as you buck bareback. Every part of you bouncing as you’re pushing faster and harder, until you explode from the sheer joy of the ultimate ride.”
Holly didn’t dare look away from the sexual challenge in Nick’s eyes, but she couldn’t keep the heat from rising in her cheeks, nor from hearing her mother’s warning: If you keep playing with matches, child, you’re gonna get burned.
A mischievous grin tilted his mouth as he leaned forward. “You’re awful quiet all of a sudden, darlin’. You okay?”
Smug man. If she were going up in flames, she’d drag Nick right along with her. “Oh, I was just thinking.”
“About?”
“Something you oughta remember, cowboy. Not all women mount up the same or crave that type of wild ride. See, you’re all about fast, furious, pulse-pounding action. I imagined a slower, sweeter pace for the first go-round. Taking time to learn the subtle signals before handing over the reins. Not rushing headlong to the glorious end, all hot and sweaty and tired.” Holly bit her lip, as if deep in thought. A little buzz fizzed in her blood when Nick’s gaze zoomed to her mouth.
“I’d prefer drawing out the excitement. Gliding along with abandon. Building the pace one step at a time until that moment you dig your heels in and break free, reveling in the rush of an unbridled, unbound, rigorous ride.”
Nick just blinked at her and then he swallowed hard.
Hah. “You’re awful quiet all of a sudden, darlin’,” she teased. “You okay?”
“You’re good at that.”
Holly cocked her head saucily. “Good at what, cowboy?”
“Reminding me you’re a professional.”
A professional? What the hell? He’d started it.
“Hey, shweetheart, lemme buy you a drink,” a man slurred behind them.
She froze. Indulging in verbal foreplay meant she’d neglected her mingling duties with other customers. She shouldn’t have allowed one hot, sexy Wyoming cowboy to monopolize her time and attention.
Before she addressed the man, Nick stepped in front of her and snapped, “Back off, buddy. The lady is occupied.”
Boozy breath sliced the air between them. “You can’t just act like she’s yours—”
“Yes, I can, because tonight, she is.”
The DJ’s voice cut through the music. Conversation around them stopped. “Gentleman, come closer because it’s time for a sweet treat from Miss Divinity.”
“Take a hint.” Nick loomed over the guy. “Or do I hafta spell it out for you?”
“No. We’re cool. I’m going.” The man held up his hands.
Another round of whoops rent the air as Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me” blasted from the speakers.
Nick and the man automatically looked to the stage.
Holly needed a moment to clear the effects of the booze and of this domineering man from her addled brain. Seeing his distraction, she ducked around another portly patron and hightailed it past the bar, vanishing behind the screens.



Chapter Two
Nick made sure the drunken asshole was good and gone before he turned around…only to find Mistress Christmas gone as well.
What the hell?
He scanned the crowd surrounding the stripper on stage. No sign of Mistress Christmas. Why’d she pull the disappearing act when he’d set himself up to be an easy mark? Nick figured after knocking back shots on his dime and teasing him to distraction, she’d be raring to kick it to the next level: a private lap dance.
His lower gut muscles knotted as he imagined her rubbing that sweet, round ass across his crotch. Seeing her tits swaying as she shimmied her chest in his face, bringing her nipples close enough to taste. The bump and grind coupled with that sexy lip-biting thing she did? Whoo-ee. It’d be damn near impossible not to explode in his jeans and maintain professional restraint.
Man. Mistress Christmas was good. For a while he’d almost believed she’d stuck around because she liked him, not because she was being paid to like him.
Talk about being pegged a sucker.
But her vanishing act didn’t make sense. She’d hooked him; why didn’t she reel him in?
Frustrated, Nick skirted the bar and headed toward the privacy screens. There she was, arguing with a spandex clad bouncer who looked like an escapee from the WWE Smackdown! Neither one noticed his approach.
“—the big deal is?” she asked.
“Just following instructions, Holly.”
Holly. Hmm. Was that her real name? Or a holiday-themed alias to fit with the atmosphere?
“But I’m not going to—”
“Sorry to interrupt”—Nick flashed a quick smile—“but I wondered where you’d wandered off to. We have some unfinished business to attend to, darlin’.”
The bouncer pivoted. “This is a private conversation. Scram.”
“Doesn’t look private. Nice costume.” Nick let his gaze wander up the green tights covering the man’s tree-trunk sized thighs, and across the red sports shorts and the matching green and red striped T-shirt. “What superhero are you supposed to be?”
“I’m not supposed to be a superhero, lame brain. I’m supposed to be an elf.”
“Whoa. Doncha think you’re a little big to pull off the elf gig?”
“I think if you don’t watch your smart mouth I’ll put my big elf boot straight up your smart ass.”
“Stop it. Both of you.”
Nick clammed up, keeping his comment about the differences between bells and balls to himself. Getting thrown out of here on his ear by Santa’s monster helper wouldn’t help Rudy.
“You want me to get rid of him?” the gigantic elf demanded.
She shook her head.
“Who is he? Do you know him?”
“Sort of. Actually I, ah, met him earlier, and I ah…promised him…”
“What?”
Without meeting Nick’s eyes, she blurted, “A lap dance.”
“You?” The bouncer scowled. “Does boss lady know about this?”
“No. And I’d prefer to keep it that way.”
What was Mistress Christmas hiding from her boss? Evidence she’d been ripping men off? Was the bouncer in on it?
Mr. Red and Green Spandex barked, “Remind him of the rules. If he breaks them, I break him. Understood?”
Mistress Christmas nodded and snagged Nick’s hand as she tugged him around the privacy screen that provided a silhouetted image of the clandestine couple to feed other bar patron’s voyeuristic tendencies. The shadowed tease of a feminine form in motion was far sexier than the strippers on the stage wearing nothing but skin, in Nick’s humble opinion.
The two main areas were empty. He supposed the prime time for lap dances was between a stripper’s sets. Mistress Christmas led him to the far corner, which was too far back to be part of the free peep show.
Essentially they were alone.
One low-slung, padded wooden bench was the only furniture in the space. A boom box with a long extension cord had been propped in the corner.
“Have a seat, cowboy.”
Nick sat, hooking his heels on the outside edges of the bench. “What rules was he talking about?”
She spun toward him. “You mean you don’t know?”
“No.” He laughed. “Will you believe me when I confess I’m not a regular patron of clubs like these?” Come on, baby, take the bait.
Her dazzling smile rivaled the glow of the light display strewn across the ceiling. “I believe you. But the truth is, I didn’t intend to go through with the lap dance thingy anyway.”
Thingy? Not the lingo he’d expected from a hardcore professional stripper. In fact, there were more than a few things about Mistress Christmas that just didn’t add up.
“—pawing me and I just needed to get out of there for a minute. I’m sure you understand, since you’re not used to these types of establishments.”
So she’d decided to play that angle? Nick could almost hear her canned speech: This is such an awful place. I hate working in a strip club, even when it’s temporary. I’m trying to get out of this life. I’m not like the other girls who work here. From the first time I saw you I sensed you were different and you knew I was different. Might sound crazy, but I like being with you because you make me feel safe.
Right. As if he’d buy that.
And then Nick knew he had to demand the lap dance. To see how far she’d take the role of the big-hearted, misunderstood stripper. He dug in the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out a wad of cash.
Her eyes widened before they met his.
“I like bein’ with you too. Which is why I’m gonna hafta insist on that dance, darlin’.”
“What?”
“See, that’s why I ventured into this strip club in the first place. A buddy of mine was here last week and he said you were the hottest woman he’d ever clapped eyes on. He told me you damn near melted his clothes to his body with the sexy way you danced.”
“But—”
“I wanna get me some of that dirty dancin’ as my own special Christmas treat. Or should I say Christmas wish?”
She didn’t respond.
“So how much?” Nick waved the money and waited for the greedy Mistress Christmas to appear.
 
Holly panicked. How was she supposed to get out of this? Nick actually believed she was a stripper.
Well, duh, Holls, you’re in a strip club dressed like a dominatrix. What’s he supposed to think? That you’re an accountant from Cherry Creek?
Maybe she could reason with him. Ignoring the rigid set to his jaw, she said, “Look, I think you might’ve gotten the wrong idea about me. Let’s talk to the manager. She’ll set you up with someone else.”
“I don’t want anyone else, Holly”—he paused, giving her a second to absorb the fact that he’d heard her real name—“I want you. Just you. No substitutions.”
She saw the challenge in his eyes. Nick expected her to argue. He probably didn’t even care about a damn lap dance; he just wanted her to refuse so he could cause problems.
Screw that.
The schnapps provided enough edge that his high-handed behavior pissed her off. Rather than back down and return to being Holly the wallflower, she threw her head back and became Holly the wallbanger.
Not-So-Saint Nick wanted her to dance? She’d dance. And he’d pay for it in more ways than one.
Holly smiled seductively. “A private lap dance will cost you one hundred bucks.”
“That’s pricey.”
“I’m worth it.”
“Prove it.” Nick peeled off five twenties and attempted to place the money in her palm.
“Ah ah ah. Roll the bills up together and hold them between your lips like you’re puffing on a cigar.”
“Do you know how dirty money is?”
“Do you know how dirty I can dance?” she countered with a husky purr.
His eyes flashed interest, fire, and she knew he’d totally forgotten about potential germs.
“While I’m picking a song, put your hands by your sides and wait for me to decide where I’ll allow you to place the payment.”
She strolled to the boom box and flipped through the CD selection. Lots of smoky blues tunes. Boring. If she planned to follow through with this and play the femme fatale to the hilt, she’d pick a song he’d never forget. A song that’d make him hard as an icicle every time he heard it. She paused when she reached a familiar cover.
Perfect.
Holly’s hands shook as she started the CD. Now she just had to remember the sinuous moves she’d seen other strippers perform. The ballet lessons she’d stopped taking twenty years ago weren’t ringing a bell, but she’d watched enough episodes of Dancing with the Stars to fake it, right?
Her nerves zipped from fear to fire when she heard the distinctive tick tick tick tick followed by the grinding guitar riff baum badabaum badabaum of AC/DC’s “Back in Black”.
Throwing her hips out side-to-side in a sexy manner as she sauntered forward was harder than it looked. She must’ve been successful. Nick couldn’t keep the rolled bills between his lips because his jaw had dropped.
Heh heh.
Nick hastily picked up the cash and put his money back where his mouth was.
Holly allowed a brash grin as she gyrated her hips to the escalating drumbeat. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she stepped between his knees and angled her chest beneath his jaw. “Put the money in the right side of my corset. With your teeth.”
A male sound of approval emerged as he bent his head. His silky hair brushed the tops of her breasts, soft as a lover’s whisper and she bit back a sigh.
His ragged exhalations drifted across the perspiration coating her skin as Nick oh-so-slowly pushed the slender cash roll down the center of her cleavage.
The second his whiskers scratched her mounded flesh, Holly saw a challenging glint in his eyes. “I can’t get it in all the way, darlin’, without using my hands.”
Ooh. What a cocky comment. She hitched her shoulders sideways, forcing his chin to graze both her breasts. “Maybe you oughta use your tongue, darlin’, since it’s the strongest muscle in the body.”
Nick placed the tip of his tongue alongside the money roll and pushed it beneath the cup of her bustier, licking the hidden swell, damn near touching her nipple.
A wave of desire washed over her and she forgot to breathe, and swayed a bit from the dizzy sensation.
“A little wetness always makes it glide in easier, doncha think? Especially since this is bigger than what you’re used to.” He jammed his tongue in again, withdrawing the wet warmth before sliding the money down and out of sight. His hair floated across her collarbones, releasing his dark and alluring male scent. After placing a gentle kiss on the top button of her bustier, he traced a path up the center of her cleavage with openmouthed kisses, heated breath, and the rasp of his beard.
Lust slammed into her and she almost came right then.
Not good, remind him who’s in charge.
Holly nudged his face up with her sternum and swept her damp lips over his ear, whispering, “Now be a good boy and I’ll show you why Santa begs me to sit on his lap.” She spun around and began to shake her groove thang.
He groaned when she rubbed her leather-clad ass up the inside of his thigh, stopping at the junction of his legs.
While keeping her arms above her head for balance, she made little grinding circles on his crotch. Over and over. Swinging her loose hair across his handsome face so strands caught on his razor stubble and tickled his pouty lips. Holly slid her butt cheeks up the inside of his other leg, swishing her hips back and forth. Dropping her arms, she situated her hands on his knees. She peeped over her shoulder, rocking her pelvis until once again her ass was nestled against his groin.
Nick’s obvious erection sent a gush of moisture to her core, causing her to taunt, “Is that a jumbo candy cane in your pocket or are you happy to see me, Not-So-Saint Nick?”
A feral snarl rumbled from his mouth and his hands latched onto her hips. “Keep it up and you’ll get more than you bargained for.”
Holly refused to let his challenge go unmet. “Maybe you’re already getting more than you bargained for.” Once again her arms twisted above her head like a belly dancer’s. She rotated her shoulders, shimmying and scraping her backside against that rock-hard flesh pressing beneath his jeans. Her heart thudded. Her skin was hot and tingly. Her nipples were hard as gumdrops.
Nick’s rough thumbs stroked the bared section of her skin peeking above the waistband of her pants. “Jesus, you’re killing me. Harder.” He pressed her bottom more firmly to his crotch.
A yelp escaped as her spine landed against the solid wall of his chest. He snaked her left arm around the back of his neck, and threaded the fingers of his left hand through her right hand. Not an inch of space existed between them.
Then Nick fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head to the side so his mouth could attack her throat with demanding kisses.
“Oh God.” Nothing set her off like lips and teeth and tongue on that sensitive section of her neck. She automatically writhed against him, desperate for more.
His pelvis was bumping up, as hers ground down, and they moved from side-to-side in perfect synchronization. His hot, wet mouth destroyed any sense of decorum and she moaned with utter abandon.
Swearing, Nick pushed her away, spun her around, and aligned her body until they were face-to-face. He draped her legs the opposite direction of his on the bench. The friction at this angle was perfect. Pelvis-to-pelvis, her clitoris rubbed the seam on the inside of her pants and the bulge in his jeans. The soft mounds of her breasts were plastered to his hard chest.
Lift, lower, grind. Lift, lower, grind.
So close. Dammit. It’d been a year since she’d experienced a climax not brought about by her own hand. She craved that explosion. That mindless throbbing. That ultimate rush of heat.
“Holly.” Nick groaned her name like a prayer and clamped his hands to her face. He slammed his mouth to hers in a ferocious kiss that stole her breath, her sanity and sent her careening over the edge straight into orgasm.
She kept moving, dragging out the delicious sensation. Then Nick stiffened below her and she felt a burst of warmth where they were pressed together.
He rode out his climax. A growl-like hum reverberated in her mouth, as he soul-kissed her so deeply she swore the steady movement of his tongue tickled the soles of her feet. When his thumbs simultaneously stroked the edge of the velvet mask and the curve of her cheek beneath it, she damn near came again at the simple eroticism in his tender touch.
Nick released her lips, kissing the line of her jaw to her ear. Breathing hard, he murmured, “Now I finally understand the appeal of lap dances.”
Then it hit her: she’d been dry-humping a complete stranger in public.
Talk about cheap.
What you mean cheap? He paid you a hundred bucks for the privilege of getting his rocks off with you.
Holy crap. Holly scrambled off him like he’d suddenly developed a case of leprosy. She fell on her ass before she leapt to her feet.
“Holly? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Everything. Shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit. Shit. I have to go. Now.” She backed away, trying—and failing—not to stare at the dark, wet patch on the front of his jeans.
“No, wait.”
She didn’t. Holly turned and fled through the door backstage where she knew she’d be safe. But she didn’t know if she was running from him or from the bad-girl wild side of herself that scared her to death.
 
Fuck.
Mistress Christmas had gotten him so hot and bothered from a simple goddamn lap dance that he’d squirted in his jeans. It’d been years since he’d had to untuck his shirt to cover the evidence of an accidental discharge.
Stunned, Nick sat on the bench and replayed the entire encounter. What a damn enchantress. From Holly’s come-hither smile, to the sexy, mesmerizing motions of her smoking hot body, to the sound of her breathy sighs, she was absolute perfection. He licked his lips, once again tasting the hunger and neediness in her kiss.
None of that kissing, full-frontal grinding should’ve happened. The “hands off” policy for lap dances in strip clubs was usually strictly controlled. The stripper taunted and teased, rubbed and gyrated, while the customer basically sat on his damn hands and watched. Nick knew those were the rules.
So why hadn’t Mistress Christmas known them?
Granted, the sensuous way that womanly body of hers swiveled and shimmied was breath stealing, but there’d been something…sweet and unsullied about her performance. Something shy and earnest about her. A feverish need to please that seemed to surprise her as much as it had him.
But Nick had to ask himself—could innocence be faked? Was that how she lured men to financial recklessness? Get the bouncer to look the other way, break the “rules” about no touching, bring the customer to orgasm while faking her own? Then the stripper with the heart of gold runs away, expecting the customer to be so desperate to get off again in secret that he’d come back for more?
He could totally see that angle working. Problem was, he couldn’t see Holly as the type of woman to work that angle.
Which was probably why it worked so goddamn well.
After Nick retrieved his coat, he scrutinized the bar for a glimpse of her.
Nada.
Cold air and snow blasted him in the face when he stepped outside, but it didn’t cool his temper or his libido. With nothing else to occupy his time, he could wait in his car in the parking lot and hope to see her sneaking out the employee entrance.
Yeah? What then? Follow her? To what end?
Nick needed to catch her in the act of stealing inside the bar, not stalk her to see if she lived in a low-rent district. Not fantasize that she’d welcome his advances outside the club.
Jesus. How pathetic did it make him that he didn’t have anything better to do than moon over a stripper who’d given him the first decent orgasm he’d had in over a year?
Nick’s pager buzzed. He read the text scrolling across the screen. Figured. Duty called him back to the station.
His gaze lingered on the vehicles parked by the service entrance before he drove off.
But he’d be back.


Chapter Three
“You ran out of here pretty fast last night, Holly. Was everything okay?”
“Uh. Yeah.” Holly applied crimson lipstick to her upper lip.
“You sure? Bubba said you disappeared for awhile into the private area and then you careened back here like you’d seen your grandma in the audience.”
The lipstick slipped, smearing a thick red line across Holly’s cheek. “Goddammit, Ivy! That’s not even funny.”
“Jumpy much?” Ivy pinched Holly’s chin between her thumb and forefinger and swiped at the streak. “What’s going on with you?”
“Nothing.” She couldn’t share what’d happened with Nick with anyone, least of all Ivy.
Nick. Just thinking about the man sent an ache between her thighs. That cowboy was outstanding and out of her league with a capital “O” for orgasm—unintended or not. After the volatile lap dance, she’d hidden in the dressing room until she’d had to strut across the stage. And once again, it’d taken two shots of schnapps to bolster her courage.
Thank God Nick hadn’t been around. She’d managed to flirt with several patrons before ditching her sexy, sassy persona and heading home.
After the way she’d bolted last night, chances were slim Nick would be back. He’d gotten way more bang for his hundred bucks anyway. Her discussions with other strippers cemented her mortification. How was she supposed to’ve known there was no touching, no kissing and definitely no orgasms during lap dances?
Still, Holly had guts enough to face the naughty truth: even if she had known the rules, she would’ve done it exactly the same way. Dammit. How mortifying to have it bad for a man she’d met in a strip club? And she didn’t even know his last name? Her attraction to him mattered not one whit, because if Nick found out she wasn’t a hot-to-trot stripper, he wouldn’t be interested in her at all.
“Holls, why is your face all red? You aren’t getting sick, are you?”
“No.” Holly jerked her chin from Ivy’s hand. “It’s from the glass of red wine.”
“Thank goodness you haven’t contracted the creeping crud floating around here. If I haven’t already told you a million times, I’ll say it again. Thank you for filling in again tonight.”
“You’re welcome. Remember this favor when it’s tax season and I need an office drone.”
Ivy grinned. “You’ve got it.” She tugged the bustier down, so the lace barely covered Holly’s nipples and handed her the velvet mask. “Same drill as before. Knock ’em dead.”
The music started and Holly played her part, infusing the crowd with Christmas spirit. And truthfully, sitting at the bar surrounded by a dozen admiring men did wonders for her ego.
She’d even stopped scanning the crowd for a tall, well-built cowboy with golden curls and knowing hazel eyes. She remained among the patrons through the first two stripper sets and only ventured back to the dressing rooms before her last stage strut.
After she was announced and as she meandered past the first pole, she caught sight of that long, muscled body leaning against the closest wall. The heat in his eyes was powerful enough to ignite the fires inside her from twenty feet away.
In her distraction, Holly forgot to watch her step and stumbled over her own feet. Just when it looked as if she’d take a header down the stairs, Nick’s apparent cat-like reflexes kicked in and he caught her fall from grace before she broke her neck.
“Hold on there, darlin’. I gotcha.” Hands firmly gripping her hips, he steered her to an empty barstool. “You okay?”
“Um. Yeah. I’m fine.”
Nick gestured to the bartender. “Bring her a glass of water, would ya?”
“Sure thing.”
Holly perched on the edge of the barstool, hooking her heels on the bottom rung, trying to quell her racing heart. “You must think I’m a total klutz.”
“Not in the least.”
A heavy pause lingered as she sipped the lukewarm water from a plastic cup. Almost as an afterthought, she said, “I didn’t think I’d see you tonight.”
Those shrewd hazel eyes focused on her. “Why’s that?”
She shrugged and studied the kaleidoscope of colors spinning across the walls by the stage.
“You wondering if I’m here for more of the same?”
“Even if you were, it wouldn’t matter.”
“Shame. I’d pay twice what it cost me last night.”
Warmth suffused her cheeks beneath the mask. She downed the remaining water in two gulps. “Thanks for keeping me from falling on my face. But my gratitude does not include a lap dance. Of any variety.” She stood without acknowledging him, even when the man cast a shadow across the width of the bar that was damn hard to ignore.
“Holly—”
“Mistress Christmas? Can I buy you a drink?”
Holly glanced at the weaselly man who’d snuck along Nick’s right side. Plastering on a fake smile, she said, “Absolutely. I’m in the mood for a change of holiday scenery.” She didn’t lift her eyes any higher than Nick’s muscular arm. “Excuse us.”
For the next ten minutes the computer techie named Bart shifted from foot to foot, blathering on about nothing. Holly nodded in all the right places and moved on to the next paying customer. Through it all she felt the weight of Nick’s stare. Or was it his disappointment?
When the last stripper stormed the stage, Holly took her leave. She hung up the costume, removed the heavy makeup and dressed in her clothes. Ivy was nowhere to be seen and Holly was grateful for the chance to sneak out the back door and get back to her real life.
Boring as that life might be.
 
Nick parked at the rear door, facing the employee entrance, close enough to catch Holly no matter which vehicle was hers, no matter what time she left.
Dammit. He wanted to kick his own ass for playing it wrong tonight.
No you don’t. You went exactly by the book and she didn’t take the bait.
Why hadn’t she? Something definitely didn’t fit. As his mind raced through a couple of scenarios, a bundled up figure exited and paused under the sodium lights.
Nick’s breath stalled. The woman took two steps, slipped and fell right on her ass.
Yep. Had to be Holly.
He bailed out of his truck and barely kept himself from landing on top of her as he skidded to a stop on the icy pavement. He crouched down and those bright green eyes looked up at him. “You okay?”
“Nothing hurt but my pride, especially since that’s the second spill you’ve witnessed tonight.”
Nick held out his hand to help her. Soon as she was upright, she backed away from him, a hint of fear in her eyes. “What are you doing out here?”
“If I admit I was waiting for you will you think I’m a stalker?”
“Probably. So I’ll warn you I have pepper spray and I know how to use it.”
As a cop, Nick appreciated her caution. “Duly noted. I’m here to apologize for being an ass earlier. I’m sure you deal with a lot of jerks on a nightly basis and I’d hate for you to lump me in with them. I’m really not such a bad guy.”
“Neither was Ted Bundy, or so he claimed.”
He smiled. “So does that mean there’s nothin’ I can do to convince you to have a cup of coffee with me?”
A long, cold pause settled between them.
“What?”
“Why would you want to have coffee with me? I’m not really—” Holly snapped her mouth shut.
“You’re not really what? Not really thirsty?”
She shook her head.
“Not single? Please tell me you’re not married or involved with someone?”
Another head shake.
“Then what?”
“It’s umm…probably against the company rules for me to meet customers outside of club business hours.”
Probably? This woman confused the hell out of him. How could she not know company policy? “That spectacular lap dance you performed last night was probably against company policy too, but you don’t see me tattling on you for that, do you?”
“No. But…” Holly squared her shoulders and got right in his face. “Why are you interested in me? As you can plainly see, I’m pretty plain without the sexy costume and hoochie-mama makeup.”
Hoochie-mama? Lord, where did she dig up such terms? “Holly, the last thing you are is plain.” Nick let his gaze encompass her entire face. “You have beautiful eyes, a beautiful smile and there’s this…glow about you that doesn’t have a damn thing to do with the stage lights.”
“Are all Wyoming cowboys such sweet talkers?”
“From birth, darlin’. And we’re honest as the day is long, too.”
That comment brought a genuine smile to her face and he was completely captivated.
“Fine. One cup of coffee after you tell me your entire name.”
“You want my rank and serial number too?”
“Have a nice life.” She turned away.
Laughing at her cheekiness, he caught her forearm. “Sorry. It caught me off guard. My entire name is Nick Lander West.”
Holly frowned. “Lander? That’s weird.”
“Evidently I was conceived in Lander, Wyoming, and my parents thought it’d be funny as a middle name. I figure it could’ve been worse, considering my brother Blake’s middle name is Thermopolis.”
“You’re joking.”
“Yes, I am.” He grinned at her. “And fair’s fair, darlin’. What’s your whole name?”
She said, “Holly Jolly Christmas,” without batting an eyelash.
Which caused Nick to roll his eyes. “Everyone’s a comedian. I deserved that, I guess. Since it’s getting colder, I’ll allow the sleight of name until we’re at the restaurant. How about if we meet—”
“Huh-uh, cowboy. I get to pick the place we meet.”
Bossy little thing. “Deal. Where?”
Holly gave him a considering look. “IHOP on the north end of Spear Boulevard.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Neither one budged as they stared at each other amidst the swirling snow and flashing neon lights from the club.
“Aren’t you gonna get goin’?” he prompted.
“Not until you leave.”
“Why? Are you planning to stand me up?”
“No. But since I have your full name I also want to write down your license plate number so if something hinky happens to me the cops know who to look for and what vehicle you drive.”
Nick laughed. Hard. If she only knew. On the back of his truck was the discreet sticker that allowed him to park in the police department’s private garage. “To show you I’m trustworthy, I’ll oblige you. But be warned, if you stand me up, I’ll chase you down, ’cause, darlin’, I know where you work.”
He thought he heard her mutter, “Don’t be so sure,” but it was probably a trick of the wind.
 
True to her word Holly did jot down Nick’s license number. When she reached the IHOP parking lot she also peeked inside the window. If she saw rope, handcuffs, or duct tape, she was outta here.
But in all honestly, she wouldn’t have agreed to meet him if she hadn’t felt some semblance of trust when it came to Nick West. She wasn’t naïve. Maybe she was a fool to fall for his “aw-shucks” Wyoming cowboy routine. She’d suffered through plenty of blind dates with less personal information and less chemistry.
Plus, she’d already had an orgasm with him, fully clothed, in public. How mind blowing would sex be completely naked in private?
Talk about coming unhinged. One minute she scoped his truck for signs of kidnapping supplies and the next she patted her pockets for condoms? She really needed to get out more.
Nick had chosen a booth against the windows in the middle of the restaurant. He stood when he saw her and helped her take off her coat.
“Thank you.”
“No problem. I didn’t order coffee because I wasn’t sure whether you liked it.”
“I live on it in my line of work.”
“Me too,” he admitted and signaled for the waiter.
After the coffee was poured, Holly leaned back against the fake leather booth. She steered the conversation away from her supposed job at the strip club and went on the offensive. “So, what do you do for a living?”
“Paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork.” Nick sipped his coffee. “You gonna tell me your real name?”
“My first name really is Holly. My middle name is Anne. My last name is North, which is ironic considering yours is West.”
“That is ironic. You from around here originally?”
“No. I’m from Connecticut.”
“Wow. That’s a ways away. You have family there?”
“Yeah. I hardly ever see them.” It’d be safe to assume Nick attributed the estrangement to her occupation. Which in a way was exactly right, as she had nothing in common with her family any longer. “What about you?”
“Most of my family lives in Wyoming. My dad and my [bookmark: LastEditPosition]brother Blake raise sheep and my mom’s job is to keep them from killing each other. Blake isn’t married, although an epidemic of weddings has broken out in the last few years amongst my McKay cousins.” He cocked his head. “What about your family?”
“One sister, one brother. Both married. Both living on the East Coast. Both popping out grandkids for my parents. So I’m the pariah out here in no man’s land. They can’t imagine why anyone would want to live in Denver and I can’t imagine why anyone would want to live anywhere else.”
“I hear ya. I love to visit the homeplace, but I don’t see myself ever goin’ back to Wyoming to live permanently.”
“Not even because you miss your horse?”
His bad-boy grin was a thing of beauty. “Not even because I miss my horse and my hat.”
“I’ll admit I’d like to see you tricked out in chaps, spurs, a hat and boots, swinging a lasso.”
Before Holly’s chagrin for her suggestive comment set in, Nick grabbed her hand. He dragged his mouth across the inside of her wrist and the feel of his warm, soft lips created a swoopy sensation in her belly. “I notice you didn’t mention me wearing pants of any sort.”
“Nick—”
“Say my name again, all soft and breathy like that,” he demanded.
“Nick, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’ve never done anything like this.”
“Like what?”
“Meeting up with a man like you.”
He frowned. “What do you mean, a man like me?”
“A man who is hot as sin, built like a Bronco’s defensive end, and is confident enough to make me take risks I never had the guts to before. A man who can get me off fully clothed in less than five minutes. A man who makes me wonder…”
“Wonder what?” His eyes flared pure male interest.
“What it’d feel like to experience passion like that again, sans clothing of any sort.” There. She’d said it.
“That was your first taste of passion?”
Holly shook her head. “But it’s been awhile…a long while since I’ve experienced anything remotely close. In the last few days I’ve realized I’m still not living the life I envisioned.”
“If you could change that vision, what would you do first?”
Here’s your golden opportunity, Holls. Grab the bull by the horns and demand the cowboy take you for a ride.
“Remember when we toasted and you asked me about Christmas wishes?”
He nodded.
“I was too nervous to be honest about what I wanted.”
“So be honest now. What is your fondest Christmas wish?”
“One night of sexual decadence.”
Both his eyebrows lifted.
“With you.”
Nick’s jaw tightened. “Are you fucking with me?”
“If that means I’m propositioning you, then yes.” Rather than retreat from his suspicious eyes, Holly leaned closer. “Aren’t you curious to see how delicious it’d be to get off when we’re naked together?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe. But I’ve gotta ask why the sudden change of heart? How can you be sure I’m not a serial killer?”
“Because you would’ve followed me home from the club and snatched me on a deserted road, not bullied me into having coffee with you in public.”
“True. So how do I make your wish come true, Mistress Christmas?”
“Don’t call me that.” Holly wrinkled her nose. “That’s not who I am.”
“Who are you?”
“A woman who’s interested in you. So the question is, are you interested in me?”
Instead of answering, Nick placed her hand over his heart to show her how fast it beat.
The heat in his eyes, in his hand, in his body stoked the fire inside her hotter than she ever dreamed.
“Your chest is so hard,” she whispered.
“And it ain’t even the hardest part of me right now.”
Holly smiled at his comment. “One night? No strings, no promises, no regrets?”
“Deal. With one little catch.”
“Which is?”
“If it’s up to me to fulfill all your sexual wishes, then I get to be one hundred percent in charge of providing that pleasure. You have to trust me and do what I tell you.”
“Within reason. No pain games.”
“I’m not into pain. I’m into seeing your body light up like a Christmas tree from all the orgasms I’m gonna wring from you.” Nick kissed the tip of each finger. “Since you picked the restaurant, I get to pick the hotel.” He paused, as if expecting her to argue.
She didn’t.
“Marriott Suites on Lexington. Thirty minutes. I’ll leave a key at the front desk under my name.” Nick slid out of the booth and threw a five-dollar bill on the table. “Don’t keep me waiting, darlin’.”
“That’s just around the corner. I don’t need thirty minutes.”
“I do, since I’ll be picking up condoms and stuff on the way.”
“What kind of stuff?” she said suspiciously.
Nick grinned. “Bet you were the type who peeked at your presents before Christmas morning, too.”
She squirmed. Busted.
“You’ll have to wait and see.” He bent down until they were nose to nose. “Here’s the God honest truth. I thought you were something special in that skintight leather-and-lace get up, mysterious and sexy. I gotta admit I prefer you natural like this, your hair loose around your face, wide-eyed, your breath ragged as you’re waiting for me to kiss you.”
Do it.
“I’m gonna demand to feel your soft lips all over my body, Holly. Can you handle that?”
Her pulse thumped like mad. She managed a little nod.
“Good.” Nick brushed his mouth over hers until her lips parted. Then he blew her mind with a kiss so sweetly, so shockingly seductive she feared she’d come undone right there in the booth.
When he finally backed off, his voice was thick with desire. “Not nearly enough, but it’ll hold me for the next twenty-eight minutes and fourteen seconds.”


Chapter Four
As Nick purchased condoms and other accoutrements he needed, he wasn’t thinking like Detective West, one of metro Denver’s finest. Nick was purely thinking like a man about to get very, very lucky.
Yet, if in the course of having his wicked way with Holly he discovered information pertaining to Rudy’s situation, so be it, he’d use it. But his gut told him Holly was exactly who she said she was: a woman out for a little sexual adventure.
Although, part of him had a hard time believing Holly couldn’t have a date every night of the week if she chose. Especially since she spent nights surrounded by eager men.
Then again, Nick could see why hotsy-totsy Mistress Christmas intimidated most guys. They probably assumed she had so many offers they didn’t bother to make one.
Luckily, he didn’t have the same problem.
Nick plunked down the extra cash for an executive suite —with a whirlpool hot tub, complimentary champagne, and a California king-sized bed. The room even boasted a fully decorated Christmas tree.
Damn. Maybe Holly wouldn’t want a reminder of her job.
Nothing he could do about it now. He kicked off his boots and wondered if it’d be crass to put the condoms and stuff on the nightstand by the bed.
No, it’d be crass if you spread them out all over the room where you hoped to take her—the mattress, by the chair, the back of the couch, on the counter in the bathroom, or the lip of the hot tub.
Yeah, that’d freak her out. He left the unopened box on the nightstand.
Nick checked the time on his cell phone again. Thirty-two minutes had passed since they’d parted ways at IHOP. She claimed she didn’t need that much time. What if she’d changed her mind?
A rap sounded on the door, followed by the soft click of the lock disengaging. A shaft of light cut through the darkened room across the gray carpet.
Holly shut the door behind her and took a couple steps into the room and froze.
He froze.
They stared at each other over the five feet separating them.
“I was afraid you’d changed your mind,” he said softly.
“I almost did.” Her eyes searched his face. “I’m out of my element. I had no earthly idea when I propositioned you what I’m supposed to do once I’m actually standing here.”
“Take off your clothes.”
She blinked. “Seriously? Now? Just like that?”
“Yep.”
“But—” She paused. “That’s what you want, Nick? A striptease?”
“No.” His hungry gaze swept her head to toe. “I’d rather tear your clothes off myself and fuck you hard and fast against the door, so I can take you slow and easy the second time on the bed. The third time is a toss-up between screwing you in the hot tub or bending you over the chair. But a striptease never crossed my mind.”
She swallowed hard but she never looked away.
“Fair is fair, Holly. Now you tell me how you want it.”
“Like that. Up against the door. My fantasy is you’re so crazed to have me you can’t wait another second.”
“Not a fantasy, a reality.” Nick’s hands were in her hair and his mouth smashed hers before she took her next breath.
God, she tasted good. Sweet and hot. As he kissed her he herded her toward the door. He reached for the purse straps dangling from her fingertips. Change jangled and a thud echoed as he carelessly threw her purse by the desk.
Holly moaned.
Nick unbuttoned her coat and slid it off her shoulders, tossing it aside. His fingers traced the center of her body down to the bottom of her sweater. “Lift up,” he urged.
She raised her arms and the woolen tunic crackled with static as he jerked it over her head. Her long-sleeved T-shirt followed.
He smoothed her flyaway hair and whispered, “There’s some serious electricity between us, isn’t there, darlin’?”
“Yes, it makes my skin tingle.”
“And I haven’t gotten started yet.” The velvety swell of her breasts spilling over her plain white bra beckoned for a thorough taste. He nibbled the column of her throat until his chin nestled in her cleavage.
Her soft plea, “More, don’t stop,” amplified his level of lust. His fingers fumbled for the snap on her jeans and he eased the zipper down.
Somehow Holly managed to unbutton his shirt and her cool palms stroked his bare chest.
Nick skimmed his hands up her hips and spine. One quick tug on the hook of her bra and the cups fell away, revealing every marvelous inch of her breasts. “God, you’re perfect,” he said before sucking the pale peach nipple deeply into his mouth.
“Oh, that’s good.”
“Mmm,” was his response as he suckled and nipped, using his teeth on the tip and lapping away the sting. Nick lavished attention on those delicious globes until she whimpered. As he kissed his way back up to her delectable mouth, his fingers slid down. His middle finger breached the panty barrier, following the sweet cleft down past her pussy lips, and found the heat and wetness of her arousal.
A throaty moan rumbled from her mouth.
“You’re ready for me,” he growled. “Kick off your shoes. Then take off your pants. Fast.” Nick stepped back and peeled off his socks. He watched as Holly shimmied out of the denim.
She hooked her fingers in the waistband of her panties and paused.
“Unless you want me to rip them off, those too.”
Holly honestly looked as if she’d prefer that action, which caused him to make another primitive growl. Her underwear vanished.
Nick reached in his back pocket for his wallet and removed the lone condom. He tossed his wallet somewhere in the vicinity of the desk and stripped his jeans off. After ripping open the wrapper with his teeth, he rolled the latex down the length of his shaft.
“Buried balls deep inside you, right now.” Curling his hands around her butt cheeks, he said, “Hang tight,” and lifted her against the door.
A surprised squeak escaped. Her legs automatically caught his hips and her arms circled his neck.
He aligned his cock to that sweet, wet hole and gritted his teeth, aching to ride her hard from the start. But when he struggled to get the first couple inches in, he was relieved he’d ignored his baser impulses. Holly was unbelievably tight. He swallowed her mewling noises, working himself inside her little by little, until the gripping heat of her sex surrounded his cock.
As her body adjusted around him, he began to kiss her slowly, craving her surrender, heating her up to the point she melted into him.
Holly pulled his hair to break his lips free from hers. “Show me that passion. Fast and hard, Nick. Make me burn.”
Holding her gaze, he withdrew and slammed deep. Three. Four. Five. Six solid thrusts.
“Yes. God. Just like that.”
With his hands clamped on her ass, Nick continued to stare into her eyes as he flexed his hips. “I’m glad we’ve got all night because this first go-round is gonna be short.”
“That’s the only short thing about you, cowboy.”
He placed his lips against her ear. “Now who’s the sweet-talker?”
“Not sweet and no talking.” She lightly bit his jaw. “Fuck me harder.”
The next three plunges sent Holly into orbit. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders. Her pussy muscles tightened around his cock. Her head thunked into the door, exposing the long line of her throat.
Nick sucked on the tempting arc of her neck as she shuddered and moaned, her body thrashing against him and the door. He lost himself in her vanilla scent, the faint taste of salt on her skin and her unrestrained response.
When the last pulses of her orgasm faded, he lengthened his strokes.
So close. More. Dammit. No. He wanted this to last.
Her husky whisper, “Let go,” amidst suckling kisses on his earlobe pushed him right into a sexual overload.
He pounded into her as his balls lifted, sending streams of liquid fire up his shaft. Nick squeezed his eyes shut, letting his inner beast take control, grunting his pleasure as her wet lips traced the straining cords of his neck. Her breathy murmurs tickled his ear, sending shivers dancing across his skin.
Nick’s head spun. He could scarcely catch his balance or his breath, or absorb the reality of this soft, sexy woman trembling in his arms.
Eventually damp kisses tracking his hairline roused him back to planet Earth. “Nick?”
“Mmm?”
“Can you unstick me from the door?”
He tipped his head back and looked into her passion-glazed eyes. “In a minute. This first.” Nick settled his mouth on hers and kissed with all the gentleness and sweetness he could muster.
When he released her lips in tiny, nipping increments, she sighed dreamily.
“You ready for the second item on my Christmas wish list?”
“I thought you were supposed to be fulfilling my fantasies, Not-So-Saint Nick.”
“I am. But I think me tasting your sugar plum to my heart’s content will fulfill both our fantasies, don’t you?”
 
Holly’s pliant body thrummed with anticipation as Nick carried her to the bed and laid her flat on the cushiony mattress.
“Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”
Her gaze swept the hotel suite. Nick certainly hadn’t skimped. The room was a step above typical, even for a suite. The wall sconces emitted a soft golden light across the enormous bed and a Christmas tree glowed in the corner.
The toilet flushed. Water ran. The bathroom door opened.
Nick held a washcloth in his hand and wore a sheepish expression. “You sore? I…ah…was a little rough.”
“I told you I didn’t mind. It was exactly what I wanted.” You’re exactly what I wanted went unsaid.
He crawled next to her and pressed his lips to hers at the same time the cool cloth pressed against her swollen sex. Nick swallowed her surprised gasp and stroked his hand up her belly, smiling against her mouth when those sensitive muscles between her hipbones quivered. The tip of his thumb dipped into her navel, brushing circles around the indent and journeying upward. When he reached her ribs, she giggled and pushed him away.
“Stop.”
“Ticklish?”
“Terribly.”
“Will I hafta restrain you when I do this?” Nick’s tongue traced the bend in her waist up to her armpit and under the lower swell of her breast.
“Nick!”
“What?” He did the same thing down the other side.
Holly tried hard not to laugh but it was hopeless. “God. That tickles.”
Before she figured out the method to his madness, he’d moved and hung above her. He lowered his mouth until she could feel his rapid exhalations on her skin. Then that wicked pink tongue licked just the very tip of her nipple.
She completely forgot about laughing as she watched him lap circles around the distended tip. Each pass wider than the last. Wetter than the last. His eyes drew darker. His breaths more jagged. Oh she wanted that mouth closer. She arched her back, hoping he’d read the deliberate invitation.
His hazel eyes locked to hers. “No coyness allowed. Tell me what you want.”
Holly clamped her hands on the side of his face. “I want you to suck on my nipples. On both of them. Hard. Make me squirm. Make me wet.” Then she yanked his head down.
Nick did exactly as she asked. Suckling her so deep she swore her nipple hit the back of his tongue. He squeezed and fondled one breast, tracing the point across the top curve, teasing the underswell with his fingertips while working the other over with his mouth. He switched sides numerous times and seemed to take immense pride in her every twist, every whimpering, begging moan.
She’d never come so close to orgasm from a man taking such enjoyment strictly from her breasts.
His head lifted. “I made you squirm. Now let’s see if I can make you wet.”
“You already did.”
“That’s what I wanna hear.” He removed the washcloth and kissed down her belly to the center of her body. Upon reaching the single, almost invisible strip of reddish-brown curls on her mound, he grinned. “It’s like an arrow pointing to my destination. Handy.” Large hands landed on the inside of her thighs. “Spread ’em. I wanna taste every inch of this bare-skinned pussy.”
Heat flooded Holly’s face. It was hot as hell, hearing Nick call a spade a spade—or a pussy a pussy, in this case. She flexed her heels and slid them across the satiny sheets as wide as she could reach.
“Damn, woman.” Nick’s eyes were molten with desire. “You are flexible. I bet I can bend you every which way, can’t I?”
“Probably.”
That gorgeous cowboy grin flashed. “I fully intend on testing that theory later. For right now…” He thoroughly licked the length of her slit, groaned deeply, smacked his lips as if he’d tasted ambrosia and did it again. And again.
When Holly bumped her hips for more, he stopped, gazing at her across the naked length of her body.
“Huh-uh. No fast get-off. I’m taking my time. You’ll come when I’m ready for you to come, not until. And when you do come”—he jammed his tongue inside her channel and wiggled it before withdrawing completely—“you’ll scream my name.”
Her whole body trembled. “But, Nick—”
“No negotiations. Hands above your head.” His eyes twinkled. “Or you can play with your tits. Your choice.”
Her legs went rigid as his head disappeared between her thighs again.
“Lord, what it does to me to see this sweet cream dripping down faster than I can catch it,” he mumbled against the crease of her thigh.
That naughty tongue mapped every crevice. Every hidden fold. He suckled her pussy lips, letting his teeth lightly graze her clit. He repeatedly kissed the strip of hair, rubbing his chin and cheeks over it, almost…marking her. He kissed, licked and sucked every smooth section of her freshly waxed skin.
Her stomach fluttered. Her whole body burned hot. Even her damn toes twitched with pleasure. There wasn’t a doubt in Holly’s mind Nick enjoyed driving her to the brink and was memorizing her reactions and filing it away for future use.
For future use? Wishful thinking, Holls. This is a one-night-only deal. Tomorrow morning you’ll both walk away chock-full of fully realized triple X-rated Christmas wishes.
Her enthusiasm sagged at the thought of not seeing the sexy, raunchy Not-So-Saint Nick again.
When he bit the inside of her knee, she gasped, “What was that for?”
“I lost you there for a second. Thought I might be boring you.”
Holly propped herself up on her elbows. “Not bored, just figuring out the best way to beg you to finish me off.”
“That’ll do it. Lay back. I’ve gotcha.”
She moaned when Nick gently latched onto her clit. He hummed over that bundle of nerves, sending a fresh set of shivers rippling through her body.
A finger slipped into her wet channel. At the added stimulus and the feeling of fullness, she expelled a soft, appreciative sigh. Nick chuckled and inserted another finger.
When he did a swirly flick over her clit, she couldn’t help but pump her pelvis and whisper, “Please.”
As Nick stroked the spot inside her sheath underneath her pubic bone, he fastened his lips around that protective hood and sucked. And kept on sucking until her clitoris spasmed and her shoulders bowed off the bed as she ground her sex into his face.
Holly’s body had never known pleasure so sharp, a synchronized throbbing in her head, her pussy, her clit, and her nipples that made a mockery of her previous sexual experiences.
She tried to push Nick’s clever mouth away even as she clutched his head to hold him there forever. He didn’t budge until the last twinge pulsed against his tongue. She sagged into the mattress, helpless to do anything but try to find her sanity, kick start her lungs, and formulate a decent marriage proposal.
Nick snickered against her pelvis. “That good, huh?”
“What?”
“You just asked me to marry you.”
Holly jackknifed up. “Shit. I said that out loud?”
“Yep.”
Talk about embarrassing.
He stood and reached for the unopened box of (magnum sized!) condoms on the nightstand and she couldn’t help but stare at him. Drool, really. Wonder if she ought to buy a lottery ticket because, hot damn, it was her lucky night. Fully clothed, Nick was magnificent. Completely naked, he was flat-out a god.
A god who’d had his face buried between her thighs for the last twenty minutes.
Definitely lottery ticket material.
Nick ripped open a condom and had it rolled on before she cleared the fog of lust from her sex-addled brain.
“…on one condition.”
She managed to tear her gaze from his impressive hard-on (two erections? in thirty minutes?) and met his eyes. “Umm. Sorry. I didn’t hear all of that. What did you say?”
He flopped on the bed beside her. “I said any woman I marry needs to know how to ride.” He brushed the hair from her face. “So mount up and show me whatcha got.”
That telltale warmth spread across her cheeks again. “But I—”
“Goddamn it’s a turn on to see you blush.”
Holly’s gaze dropped to his groin. “Doesn’t look like you need any help in getting turned on.”
“All your doin’, darlin’.” Nick placed his hand in the middle of her back and urged her forward. “Straddle me.”
Nerves had her biting her lip as she threw her leg over his, startled by the molten heat radiating from his body.
Nick swept her hair away from her face and tilted her chin up. “Holly? What’s wrong?”
She blurted, “I’ve never done it this way before.”
Pause. “Well, you’re just loaded with surprises tonight.” Nick twined a section of hair around his finger and tugged her closer. “Kiss me. I can’t get enough of this mouth.”
“But what about—”
“We’ll get there. No hurry.” Nick gave her another slow, bone-melting kind of kiss. Complete with long, sweeping caresses of his work-rough hands up her legs and torso, over her shoulders and down her spine to her buttocks. He didn’t push or pull her toward his erection. He seemed content to touch her and learn every nuance of her mouth.
Holly slipped her lips free from his and flicked the sexy dent in his chin, loving the rasp of his stubble against her tongue. She used her teeth to nip the intriguing angle of his jawbone until she reached his ear. “I’m ready for my riding lesson, cowboy.”
He chuckled. “Scoot back. Feel me?”
“You mean that big, hard, thick thing sticking up?”
“Again with the sweet talkin’. When you’re ready, pop ’er in and commence to ridin’.”
“That’s it?”
“Yep. You set the pace. You’re in charge.”
“Do I sit up? Or lay across you?”
“Either way. If you sit up I can reach your clit. But I ain’t gonna complain about having them beautiful tits rubbing on my chest.”
She rose on her knees, aligned her pelvis to his and held the rigid shaft straight up with one hand as she braced her free hand on his broad chest. Heat darkened his eyes as he watched his cock slowly disappearing into her body.
Holly took her own sweet time and was pleased Nick didn’t grab hold of her hips and force her down.
Once he was fully seated inside her, he closed his eyes and groaned. “Ah, hell. You feel good, Holly. Warm and tight and perfect. I could get used to this.”
Nick’s sweet words gave her pause.
“You okay?”
“Are you?” she countered.
“Never been better. Do what you want, darlin’, you have the reins.”
She experimented with lifting and lowering. Loving the deep push at the end. But she missed that skin-on-skin contact. She angled forward, placing her hands beside his head and shimmied down. “Oh.”
“Like that do you?”
“God yes.”
“Let me help. You’ll like this even better.” Nick grabbed onto her butt cheeks and squeezed, gently rocking her.
“Oh, that’s…I really like that.”
“Thought you might. Don’t tense up. Another good thing about you laying in this position? I can kiss you and run my hands all over your soft skin.”
Holly rocked on him, amazed by the sense of power of being on top. Amazed by the control Nick freely handed over. Amazed by how his lazy, wet kisses were deceptively seductive. She hadn’t had many lovers in her twenty-eight years, and none of them showed this trust and playfulness, sometimes even after months of dating, that Nick had shown her in just a few hours.
He kissed his way down her throat. “Whatcha thinkin’ about so hard, darlin’?”
“Sorry. I-I tend to overthink things.” She quit moving on him. “Are you mad?”
“No. Just curious as to what drew your attention away from this.” He flexed his hips. “’Cause it’s mighty fine.”
She groaned. “It is. I was thinking about you. How much…you don’t mind that I’m not…you’re so patient… You’re just so great and I’m really happy to be here with you.”
“Holly. Baby.” His voice was gruff. “C’mere.”
Nick’s kisses intensified and she began to push back onto all that male hardness. Sliding belly to belly. The scrape of his chest hair on her nipples sent shudders down her spine, which he chased with fingertips soft as raindrops.
The continual graze of his pubic hair on her clit brought forth a short, but powerful orgasm that left Holly gasping as she ground against him. He muttered against her throat, nonsensical masculine words of encouragement through every sweet pulse.
He fastened his hands to her ass and thrust up. “Right there. Just like that. Yes.” Nick arched his neck and she eased back to watch his face as the orgasm washed over him. God he was sexy, lost in the moment, a moment of passion she’d brought to him. Another feeling of sexual power emboldened her to scatter kisses across his chest.
He blinked his eyes open with a small, surprised smile. “Whoa.”
“I’ll say. Does that mean you want me to stop?”
“Never.” He followed the outline of her jaw with a shaking fingertip. “I think you like being on top.”
“Mmm-hmm. I think you’ve created a monster.”
“Just wait until you see what I’ve got planned for the hot tub.”


Chapter Five
“There’s a hot tub in here?”
Lord, Nick loved Holly’s wide-eyed look. Innocent, yet interested. “More like a deep bath with whirlpool jets.” He toyed with her hair. “Sound like fun?”
“Everything sounds like fun with you.” Holly smooched his nose and slid forward until his softened cock slipped from her body.
“Where you goin’?”
“To get a drink.” She winked. “All that ridin’ worked up a powerful thirst.”
Nick grinned. “Would champagne quench it?”
There was that owl-eyed expression again. “You bought champagne?”
“Came with the room. You up for a glass or two?”
“Absolutely.”
He hopped off the bed. “Let me clean up while you take the bottle of bubbly out of the fridge.”
As soon as he stood, Holly wrapped her arms around him from behind and nuzzled the middle of his back. “Thank you.”
“For?”
No response, but as she’d burrowed deeper into him so sweetly Nick didn’t press her for an answer. He merely squeezed her arm and said, “You’re welcome,” before continuing on to the bathroom.
When he returned, soft music drifted from the TV through the closed cabinet doors. Holly had donned a complimentary hotel robe and was curled up in the corner of the couch with her feet tucked beneath her. Strange. He’d expected nakedness wouldn’t bother her. To set her at ease, he snagged the other robe she’d draped over the back of the chair.
She pointed to the bottle and glasses on the coffee table. “I’m not so good with things that have the potential to explode. It’d be just my luck if the cork hit me in the eye.”
Nick loosened the wires and peeled the foil back. A couple of deft twists, a loud pop sounded and the cork released. A thin tendril of steam ghosted from the neck of the green bottle as he poured the sparkling liquid into the glasses.
“You’re good at that. Popped a few tops in your day?”
Handing her a glass, he sat beside her. Right beside her. “The only top I’m interested in blowing is yours, darlin’.”
Holly blushed and ducked her head. “I think we’ve established you’re an expert in that area.”
“Hey.” He tipped her chin up. “Regrets?”
“Not a single one.”
“Good. Then let’s toast. To Christmas wishes coming true.”
“I’ll drink to that.” She chinked her glass to his and downed every golden drop as he struggled to finish his mouthful.
“Like champagne, do you?”
She held the glass out for more. “Mmm-hmm. I tend to be a glutton since I never get it.”
“Don’t you have guys clamoring to buy you whatever drink your heart desires every night at Sugar Plums?” After Nick said it, he wished he’d kept his fool mouth shut.
Her cute freckled nose wrinkled. “No offense, but can that place be off the topic for discussion tonight?”
“Sure. As long as you answer one question for me first.”
She squinted at him suspiciously. “What?”
“Is Christmas your favorite holiday?”
“No.”
“No?”
“I mean, it’s okay, and my attitude isn’t because of work. There are so many expectations with that time of year. Buying the perfect gift for everyone on your list. The pressure to sacrifice vacation time to be with your family, and then once you get there you’re sorry you ever came. The constant temptation to eat too much, to drink too much, to spend too much.”
Nick stared at the liquid fizzing in his glass. “Or you end up spending it alone, wondering if everyone is having terrific family bonding time and you’re some kind of pathetic loser because no one wants to spend Christmas with you.”
“Exactly.”
Their eyes met in perfect understanding and it floored him. Holly was the first person he’d run across who didn’t wax poetic about the joys and wonders of the holiday season. The first person who’d understood his ambivalence.
“I take it you’ll be alone this year?”
“Yes. You?”
“The same.” He lifted his glass. “So what is your favorite holiday?”
“The Fourth of July,” Holly said without pause.
“Really? Why?”
She shrugged. “The weather is hot. The beer is cold. Kids get just as excited seeing a fireworks display as they do seeing Santa Claus. It lasts one day and there’s usually a fair around.”
“You like country fairs?”
“I’d never really been to one until I moved here. What’s not to like? There’s always tons of yummy bad-for-you food. Dizzying carnival rides. Pie eating and greased pig contests. Admiring the quilters’ displays, watching the tractor pull and the demolition derby.”
“Darlin’, I’d love to take you home to our county fair. It’s all that plus a rodeo. You’d have a blast.”
Holly sipped the champagne and studied him in a highly unnerving manner. “You wouldn’t be embarrassed to take someone like me back home to Wyoming?”
“What do you mean someone like you?” Then it occurred to him he’d been so comfortable with her that he’d completely forgotten Holly earned her living taking off her clothes. Not that he gave a crap what other folks said. “Hell no I wouldn’t have a lick of embarrassment taking you home to meet the folks and neither should you. What you do for a job ain’t all you are, Holly. I’d be damn proud to have you on my arm at the community rodeo dance.”
“Pity I don’t dance.”
His glass stopped halfway to his mouth. “Run that by me again?”
She froze. “Umm. I meant, I don’t couples dance. I’ve never been very good at it.”
Nick offered a wolfish grin. “Well, it’s your lucky night, ’cause I’m about the best two-stepper this side of Cheyenne.”
“I imagine you are, but I’m hopeless.”
“Never know unless you try.” He pointed at her glass. “Drink up and the lesson will begin.”
“Nick—”
“No arguing. This is my fantasy.” He snatched the remote and changed the station.
Holly stood. “Your fantasy is teaching an uncoordinated acc—” Her mouth snapped shut. “Can’t your fantasy be something simple and male like me giving you a blowjob in the hot tub?”
“Definitely a possibility for later. Right now my fantasy is two-steppin’ naked with a beautiful woman.” Nick held her gaze as he untied the belt on her robe. The lapels hung open, exposing her from chest to knees. He slipped his fingers beneath the nubby fabric to reach her smooth, warm skin and he gently pushed the robe off her shoulders. It landed on the carpet with a muffled thud. “Your turn.”
Holly pressed her mouth to the hollow of his throat and made quick work of the knot keeping his robe together. The fabric slithered down his back and pooled on the floor.
Nick led her to the center of the room and clasped her left hand in his right, bringing her flush against him. He centered his left hand in the small of her back. “Comfy?”
“No. I feel stupid.”
“Wrong. You feel great.” Nick kissed her, amazed by the way her mouth floated over his in sweet surrender. Now if he could get her body to move like that, she’d be a two-steppin’ sensation in no time. He’d love to take her to the western bars in the metro area. As they swayed together, he kissed her, lost in her.
When the song changed to a peppier beat, she balked and broke the kiss. “Wait.”
“You’re doin’ fine. Easy as falling off a log. Step, step, shuffle back. Step, step, shuffle back. Step, step, shuffle back.”
Holly dipped her head to stare at her feet and he nudged her chin back up.
“Eyes on mine. Feel the rhythm in the way your partner moves you, not in your feet. Every partner is different.”
“How many partners are you preparing me for?”
Only me. Rather than answer, Nick pulled Holly closer as he took bigger, faster steps.
She eased forward the same as he did and she stomped on his foot. “Sorry. Good thing I wasn’t wearing shoes.”
“No biggie.” He circled the room twice and the song ended.
Holly let go of his hands. Or tried to but Nick held tight.
“What’s wrong?”
“Aren’t we done?”
“We’re just getting started.”
Her laugh didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I don’t think so.” She jerked free of his hold. “While I appreciate you taking pity on me for my lack of grace, we both know the chances of us ever dancing together after tonight are slim.”
“Is that right?”
“Yep.” She crossed her arms over her naked chest and notched that stubborn chin higher. “I didn’t come here for dancing lessons. I don’t want to spend the little time we have together cutting a rug like Bobby and Sissy. I’d rather be getting rug burns all over my body from you showing me what you really fantasize about.”
Stung, Nick retorted, “Remember you said that when your knees are on fire.” He lunged for her, spinning her so her delectable ass was nestled against his fully erect cock. He braced one arm across her shoulders and the other hand held both her wrists in front of her body. He ground his cock into her soft flesh, feeling victorious when she gasped.
“Just dancing with you has that effect on me.”
“Nick, I didn’t mean—”
“—to hurt my feelings? You did. Since you spurned my dance advances I’ve a mind to let you make it up to me. Luckily I’ve conjured up plenty of other fantasies starring little ol’ you. And since you insisted on putting me in charge, we’re gonna start out with one I like to call ‘the cowboy’s Christmas captive’ or ‘trussed up like a holiday turkey’. And no, you don’t get to argue, ’cause, darlin’, you’re gonna be gagged.”
 
Nick’s grip around her wrists was like iron. Yet when she wiggled, he loosened it slightly, letting Holly know he didn’t intend to hurt her, just play with her a little rougher than she was used to.
The thought of being bound for Nick’s pleasure, at Nick’s mercy, only able to voice her needs in nonverbal noises, made her absolutely dripping wet.
“You like that idea, doncha?”
When she didn’t respond he put his mouth on her ear and demanded, “Answer the question while you still can.”
Hot breath, hot man and his hot words caused a shiver and she hissed, “Yes.”
Warm lips followed the arc of her throat down to her shoulder. “Good. I don’t trust you not to run, so we’re both gonna walk over to where I’ve stashed my supplies. Once I’ve got you how I want you then the real fun will begin.”
Nick marched her to the nightstand and rummaged in the drawer. The sound of him rattling the condom box notched her excitement higher, made her pulse pound faster. Then they shuffled forward, stopping at the back of the couch.
He turned her around. Three bandanas dangled from his fingertips. His eyes never left hers as his hands worked at waist level.
Holly gaped at the twisted configuration. “Holy crap. You did that without looking?”
“Yep. Did I mention I’m wicked good with anything that can be tied together?”
“Umm. No. You didn’t.”
He allowed a quick grin. “My mistake. Hold out your arms.”
Concentration filled Nick’s eyes as he looped the bandanas around her wrists, leaving about an eight-inch gap. Two quick tugs and a smug look appeared.
“Next comes the gag. But first…” Nick cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. Inhaled her, really. A tongue-thrusting tease that left her dizzy. Aching. Silly man could’ve just skipped the restraints and held her captive with the power of his mouth.
Then he touched her. Tracing the curve of her neck. The line of her collarbones, the slope of her shoulder down her back, his thumbs digging into the arc of her spine. The caresses were so sweet and loving that the rapid, sharp slaps on her ass shocked her, causing her to jerk back.
“What the heck?” barely slipped out before Nick had the other bandana stretched in her mouth. He spun her. A quick pinch and it was secured at the back of her head.
Nick wrapped his arms around her, once again putting his lips dangerously close to her ear. “You’re mine now to do with as I please. Let’s see whatcha look like with this beautiful body stretched out for my pleasure.”
Holly chomped the fabric as Nick maneuvered her into a ninety-degree angle. Her body shook, partially from strutting around buck-ass nekkid, but mostly from the thrill of Nick’s mysterious bondage game.
“I left you enough leeway in those restraints so that you can grip the back of the couch.”
Her reply became a muffled moan when his palms slapped the inside of her thighs. “Mmm-mmm would you check out all this sweet Holly juice? Thick and creamy. Makes a man mighty thirsty.” Nick pressed his face next to hers. “Know the sexiest spot on a woman’s body? Besides this sweep of skin where her neck meets her shoulder?” His rough fingertips danced over the area he’d described.
Gooseflesh spread across Holly’s skin.
“The dimples above her ass. Those two sweet little indentations just beg for a man’s undivided attention.” He stood and his thumbs caressed her lower back. “This spot right here.”
Her body twitched hard.
“Don’t move. No matter what. Stay just like that.”
Nick’s heated touch vanished and was replaced by the cool brush of his mouth and the wet slash of his tongue.
The involuntary arch of her spine earned her a sharp slap on the ass.
“I said don’t move.” His free hand snaked up her belly to her breasts. He plucked and twirled the left nipple until it was pebble-hard and then he pinched it to the same beat he tapped on her throbbing clit.
All that stimulus, plus the licking and lapping across the sensitive base of her spine, made it difficult to stand still. Nick’s every exhalation stirred the baby fine hair covering her lower back and she trembled violently.
“So sexy. So daring. So beautiful you steal my damn breath.”
She wouldn’t have been able to speak even if she hadn’t been gagged. His words rumbled over her skin, adding another layer of arousal to her over-stimulated body and mind.
“I want to feel you come completely undone at my touch. I wanna hear you scream.”
Holly tried to say, too much, but it came out a mumbled mass through the cotton covering her mouth. Nick moved and in her peripheral vision she saw him waving the bottle.
“There’s not enough left for a full glass, so I might as well put it to good use.” He dumped champagne into the small of her back.
A few droplets splashed on her shoulders, but the majority pooled in the well she’d created by keeping her pelvis tilted. Slurping soft kisses and the nip of teeth were the final straw to snap her obedience.
Holly bucked upward, sending the fizzy champagne trickling along the crack of her ass. The icy coldness did nothing to cool the burning between her thighs.
Nick’s hands landed solidly on her butt cheeks and he pulled them apart as his warm tongue traced the cleft, chasing the trickles down where no man had ventured . He licked with feral groans of delight that reverberated up the length of her spinal cord and nearly set her hair on end. His tongue tickled, teased and probed. Her pussy. Her clit. Her anus. Never staying in one place long enough to get her off, just tightening the connection between all three hot spots.
Just when Holly knew she couldn’t take any more, just when she suspected her knees would give out, Nick curled one meaty hand around her hip and impaled her.
The gag kept her from crying out.
Slam. Retreat. Slam. Retreat. Slam. Retreat.
Nick fucked her like he meant to imprint her body with the force of his. Hard. Relentless. No words. No sounds except for the slap slap slap of his hips connecting with her buttocks and his male grunts.
Wiggling had no effect. He was one hundred percent in charge of her pleasure. She couldn’t verbalize her needs. She couldn’t touch herself to hasten the race to orgasm. She couldn’t even squeeze her legs together and increase the friction where she most needed it.
Without faltering in his rhythm, Nick slid his hand over her hip and began to lightly stroke her clit, which was in direct opposition to the unyielding way his cock rammed into her.
The contrasts were as staggering as the realization that in just a few short hours he’d established his mastery of her body.
When that deceptively gentle rubbing on her clit unleashed her orgasm like a tidal wave, he fisted his free hand in her hair, loosening the gag. “Now let me hear you.”
She released her pent-up breath in a half-scream/half-wail.
Nick sank his teeth into the nape of her neck and sucked through every pulsing hot spasm of the most overwhelming, most intense, most perfect orgasm of her life.
Soon as he knew she’d reached the end, he straightened and gripped both her hips in his hands to better anchor his pounding thrusts. She felt the tip of his cock jerk inside her and a guttural moan burst from his mouth.
Holly bore down, clenching and unclenching around the male hardness, milking every twitch, wishing she could feel the heat of his ejaculate soothing the swollen tissues of her innermost walls.
Breathless, Nick slumped against her back, but she was so shaky she couldn’t hold them both up.
“Hey. I’ve gotcha.” He braced his arms beneath her. “You okay?”
“My arms are numb.”
Nick chuckled and kissed the back of her head, reaching down to remove the bindings around her wrists. “Then we’re even, because my dick is numb.”
“I think you broke me.”
“Yeah? I think you’re more resilient than you’re letting on.” His breath ruffled the damp hair by her ear. “You sore?”
“A little.”
“I could kiss it and make it better.”
Holly snorted. “In light of our injuries I think we should call it a night and crawl in bed.”
“Oh, hell no. We’ll take it easy for a bit, but there’s still a lot of night left. Still a lot we haven’t tried, especially since we’ve gotta fulfill all those wicked and wild fantasies of yours before dawn.”
A little whimper escaped. Because she couldn’t take more of his fulfillment? Or because she didn’t want the night to end?


Chapter Six
Nick couldn’t believe he’d tied Holly up. He couldn’t believe she’d let him gag her. Hell, he couldn’t believe how hard he’d fucked her.
So he was a little nervous about what he’d see in her eyes when he faced her. Fear? Regret? Embarrassment?
Rather than dwell on it, Nick removed his semi-hard cock from that snug channel with a soft hiss. He wrapped his arms around Holly’s midsection and buried his nose in her hair. God she smelled heavenly. Like vanilla. Like sugar cookies. Like home.
She sagged against him with a sigh.
A sigh was good. “You hungry? I could order room service.”
“It has to be like two in the morning. I’m sure the restaurant isn’t open.”
“That’s probably true.”
“Are you hungry?”
“Always. But not hungry enough to leave you here alone while I track down food. Maybe I’ll venture to the vending machine later.” Nick kissed the top of her head. “For now, I’ll start the bath.” He retreated to the bathroom.
After ditching the condom, he flipped on the faucets for the garden style tub. As he washed his face and hands he heard a loud knock on the door.
Holly poked her head in. “Sorry to bug you, but can I sneak in the shower? I’m all sticky from the champagne.”
“I’ll join you. Especially since it was my doin’, getting you all sticky.” Before she protested, he opened the glass door and dragged her inside. He cranked the water on, keeping his back to the spray until it warmed up.
“Nick, we shouldn’t—”
“We should. Don’t think of anything but how my hands feel on your skin. Just think of this. Of how well we fit together. In so many different ways.” Nick brought Holly’s arms up to wreathe his neck. He slid his lips over hers, allowing his hands to wander over her slippery curves as he positioned her so the heated shower spray landed on her back.
He caught her sigh of satisfaction and pulled it deep into his lungs, filling his body and soul with her sweetness. The leisurely sweep of his hands became a silent promise that this time he’d take it slow. And he did. He kissed her and teased her and touched her to his heart’s content.
Holly tugged on his hair.
“Mmm?” he said, letting his mouth skim the water droplets from the column of her throat, sucking the heady taste of her mixed with the water, knowing it’d do nothing to quench his thirst.
“Shouldn’t we check on the tub to make sure it isn’t overflowing?”
“In a sec.”
“I’m serious. What if it’s spilling over the edge and soaking the carpet? And dripping water into the room below us—”
“Relax. It’ll be fine.” Nick cupped her breasts and pushed them together so he could tongue both her nipples.
She trembled and a low moan drifted from her parted lips.
When he sank his teeth into a beaded tip, she gasped.
“Does that hurt?”
“No. Ah. Just the opposite. With those nips and bites I can almost…”
“Can you come like this?”
“I-I don’t know.”
“Then I’m gonna make it happen.” Nick purred against her slick flesh. “God, I love your tits. I know that ain’t politically correct, but these beauties are so damn tempting.”
He gorged himself on the taste of her, the feel of her, her uninhibited response as she bumped her hips closer to his. The whimpering moans vibrating from her chest traveled to his lips and straight to his cock.
A particularly high-pitched gasp burst from Holly’s mouth. “Harder. Nick. Please.”
Without missing a beat, he sucked and tweaked the left nipple hard as she began to come. Nick looked at her, her head thrown back in abandon, completely unaware of the water pounding on her as she greedily took all the pleasure he offered.
When she expelled another one of those sexy, dreamy sighs, he licked his way back up her throat. “How was that?”
“Different.” Holly opened her eyes and smiled at him. “No need for that ego to flare in defense. It was good different. A very good different since I’ve never had that happen before. It wasn’t the same type as when you were sucking on my…”
He lifted a brow. “Your what?”
“You know.” She blushed harder. “Made my whole body tingly.”
“I could get used to making you tingly.” Nick captured her mouth in a thorough kiss and reached behind her to shut off the shower. “Probably we’d better go check on the tub.”
“Omigod. I totally forgot!”
“Then I must’ve been doin’ something right. Come on,” he said, grabbing her hand.
 
Holly bit back another sigh as she followed Nick’s muscular naked body into the main part of the bathroom.
Nick kept hold of her hand as she swung her legs over the ledge and sank into the steaming water. “Ah. This is the perfect temperature.”
“But it is a little full. Maybe I should do a cannonball to get rid of the excess water.”
She cocked her head at him. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”
Laughing, he climbed in with total grace. “But I want you to be impressed with my cannonball skills.”
“Trust me, I’m plenty impressed with your other skills.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“So you don’t wanna hear about the summer nights I spent at Keyhole Reservoir with my brother and my cousins? Having cannonball contests to see who could get the girls the wettest?”
Hands down, Nick got her the wettest of any man she’d ever known and he didn’t have to perform a cannonball to prove it. Would he think she was lame if she mentioned it? Or would he laugh? She loved to hear his laugh.
“You’re thinking too much again. C’mere.” Nick brought her onto his lap, pressed her back to his chest and nestled her butt in his groin. He stretched his arms across the lip of the tub and her head fit perfectly in the space between his shoulder and his neck.
With the lights dimmed, surrounded by hot water and hot man, another sigh slipped free.
“Comfy?”
“Mmm.”
“Want the jets on?”
“Do you?”
“Maybe for a bit.”
“Whatever you want.”
His breath tickled her ear. “Why is it you’re so accommodating?”
“You sound surprised.”
“I guess I am. I sorta figured in your line of work, being front and center all the time, that you’d be more of a diva.”
Holly snorted. Diva. Not exactly a word used to describe an accountant. But her body slumped when she realized Nick wasn’t talking about her real career, but her supposed wild life as a stripper. Another mental snort sounded.
Come clean with him, he’ll understand.
Right. Part of her thought he might accept her as Holly, the woman hot with numbers, but a larger part suspected it was Holly, the hot number, who held his interest.
“Holls?”
Lord. No one but her closest friends ever called her that, and it tickled her to hear the endearment coming from him. “I thought you were gonna turn on the jets?”
“I was until you sorta drifted off. Thinking too much again?”
“No. Just relaxed.”
“Good. Jets coming right up.”
Bubbles frothed and Holly closed her eyes, wondering if the water temperature, the sexual satisfaction, or the man’s silent, comforting presence allowed her to loosen up so thoroughly. Her body went boneless. Nothing existed except the humid scent of the water, the blub blub blub of the whirlpool, and the quiet strength of the man holding her.
After a while the timer dinged and the jets turned off. She arched her back and her butt pressed into the erection that hadn’t deflated a bit since they’d been skin-to-skin in the shower.
“More bubbles?”
“No. I’m good.”
“You wanna get out?”
“Why’re you being so accommodating?” she teased.
“Because I’ve got a beautiful nekkid woman plastered against me. Brings out my chivalrous side.” Nick kissed the spot below her ear. “It’s a part of my personality I usually keep hidden.”
“Why?”
“Don’t we all have aspects of ourselves we don’t share with the world at large?”
Holly shrugged. “I guess.”
“So…tell me something about yourself that no one else knows.”
That was an odd request. “Why?”
“It’ll be fun hearing your deeply hidden thoughts.”
“If I share, that means you will too?”
“Yep. Turnabout is fair play. Come on. Tell me a secret.”
She frowned. “A secret like I stole a piece of candy when I was five and never got caught?”
“Is that true?”
“No. I’ve never stolen anything in my life.” Was it her imagination or did Nick’s posture stiffen?
Lightly, he said, “I was actually thinking a juicier tidbit. You know. Like you secretly jump on a trampoline in your backyard nekkid. Or you spent a weekend at a nudist colony. Or you went skinny-dippin’ in the neighbor’s pool when he was out of town.”
“Why am I naked in all your scenarios?”
Nick trailed his hand from the tip of her fingers to her forearm, across her bicep in a sensual glide. Her skin rippled beneath his slow and steady touch. “Because I like picturing you nekkid, even when you’re already nekkid in my arms.”
“I hate to disappoint you, but I haven’t done anything nearly that daring.” She paused, half-afraid she’d disappoint him if she didn’t confess to an outlandish and stripper-worthy scenario.
“Nothin’? Come on, spill it. I ain’t gonna judge you.”
“Well. This one time? At band camp?”
He chuckled against her neck and it sent tingles down her front, her back and everywhere in between.
“Smarty-pants.”
“The truth is, you’ve got the wrong idea about me, Nick. I’ve never done anything wild. This”—her gesture incorporated the bathroom—“being here with you, having sex with a perfect stranger, is the most adventurous thing I’ve ever done.”
She suspected his silence meant he didn’t believe her.
“Seriously. I’m hopelessly square.”
“I beg to differ.” Nick smoothed his palm over the line of her hip. “There’s not a square thing about you. You’re all exquisite, tempting curves. I could just eat you up, sweet darlin’.”
“Didn’t you already do that?”
“Once ain’t enough.” He squeezed her ass between his powerful thighs and his cock twitched against the small of her back. “Not nearly enough.”
Her stomach knotted, remembering the surety of his mouth as he’d licked and slurped her to a frenzy. She wanted to give him the same mindless satisfaction he’d given her.
Feeling daring, she floated to the other side of the tub.
“Was it something I said?”
Holly nodded.
“What?”
“You said turnabout is fair play.”
Liquid heat sparked his eyes.
“So, why don’t you park that sexy butt up on the edge and let me have a chance at eatin’ you up.”
 
Didn’t have to ask him twice. Water sloshed over the rim of the tub as Nick climbed into position.
Holly glided back and kept her gaze on his cock. When she licked her lips and wrapped those slender fingers around the root…he almost shot all over those delectable breasts.
She didn’t tease. No soft licks. Or tormenting breaths. No seductive nuzzle of his sac. Or whispering kisses up the length of his shaft. Holly just swooped down and swallowed him whole.
“Jesus.”
Her head bobbed fast. Her hand stroked faster. Her pace was relentless. Determined.
And fast. Way too fast.
Amazing as it felt surrounded by that tight, suctioning heat, she was going after him with such zeal he was on track to the speediest orgasm ever.
Was that her intent?
Nick nudged his thumbs in the hollows of her cheeks and stopped the motion. “Holly?”
Holly’s expression read pure panic as his dick slipped from her mouth. “What? Am I doing it wrong?”
“No. God no. It’s just…what’s the hurry?”
Crimson spread across her cheekbones and she ducked her face from view. “Sorry.”
“Hey. No reason to be sorry.”
“It’s just…I’ve never been very good at this sort of thing.”
That softly spoken admission damn near ripped all the air from his lungs, mostly because he knew it’d been hard as hell for her to admit.
Or she was lying.
Damn the cynical part of his brain. “Can you look at me?”
She shook her head.
“Please?”
Again, she shook her head.
Nick fisted his hand in her hair and forced her chin up. Not a lie in her eyes, just pure humiliation.
“Listen. You didn’t do a goddamn thing wrong. I love what you’re doin’. Every suck. Every lick. Every stroke. That mouth of yours is wickedly good. But I wouldn’t mind if you’d take it a little slower.” He traced the pouty swell of her bottom lip with the center of his thumb. “I sure like seeing these full, pretty lips stretched around my cock. I love the feeling as you’re takin’ me deep into this hot, wet mouth. I love the way you curl your tongue under the sweet spot beneath the head when you pull back.
“It’s sexy as shit having you on your knees in front of me. That’s why I want you to go slow. Because I wanna savor it, Holls. This first time of you lovin’ me with your mouth means too much for it to be over so quickly. And at the rate we were goin’…it was almost over when I stopped you.”
“So you didn’t stop me because you were disappointed in my technique?”
“Oh hell no. I’m just embarrassed to be so quick on the trigger.” Nick gave her a sheepish smile and pushed a silky section of hair behind her ear. “You’re in charge, but have pity on me, darlin’, ’cause I’m the one with no control when your sweet, hot mouth is on me.”
His confession appeared to soothe her. She offered him a sassy smile. “I’m really in charge?”
“Yep.”
“Does that mean I can do whatever I want?”
“Within reason. No pain games.”
“I’m not into pain. I’m into seeing your body light up like a Christmas tree with the orgasm I’m gonna wring from you.”
He murmured, “Touché.”
Holly kept her bright eyes on his as she leaned down and swallowed him again, but as she slowly released him, she scraped her teeth up his length with just the right amount of pressure, balancing on that deliciously sharp edge of pleasure and pain, before she freed the tip with a soft pop.
“Holy mother of saints.”
She chuckled and the vibration zipped up, like his dick had become a lightning rod. Holly began a game of tease and retreat. Sucking. Backing off to paint his purple cockhead with little whips of her wet tongue. Then swirling her lips over the thick ridge separating the stem from the tip. Breathing on the damp spots, sending a rippling quiver up his belly as her fist jacked him off. The humming, sucking sensations danced across his skin like fire.
Then she’d stop, nuzzle his inner thigh and start over again.
Was she aware her firm grip at the base of his dick acted like a cock ring? That he teetered on the brink, craving that molten blast of release, only to be jerked back?
Nick watched her reveling in the power, almost as if it were a new experience.
Nah. Couldn’t be. Holly held men enthralled every damn night. She was used to power.
Wasn’t she?
When Holly looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes, his balls drew up hard as chestnuts.
“I’m gonna…you don’t have to…” Nick could scarcely get the words out and he stopped his hips from bumping up.
“Don’t you dare deny me. Give it to me. All of it. Now.” The hand circling the base of his cock loosened and moved in tandem with Holly’s bobbing, intensifying the pressure of her mouth.
“Oh. Yes. Like that. I’m fixin’ to… Fuck!” Nick clamped his hands on Holly’s head and slammed deep as wave after wave of come pulsed out his twitching cock and coated her tongue.
The roaring in Nick’s head was as loud as the whirlpool jets had been earlier. Once he was fairly sure he wouldn’t slip into a coma and drown, he slumped back against the wall with a drawn-out sigh.
Water splashed as Holly retreated.
He missed her warmth and the touch of her hand on his body. Nick’s eyes flipped open.
A cute set of lines wrinkled her forehead as she squinted at him. Wariness stayed on her face, in her eyes, as she kept backing away.
Nick slithered into the tub and stalked her. “You’re running out of places to go. And I don’t understand why you’re trying so hard to get away from me anyway.”
“I-I…” She licked her lips. “Did you like that?”
“I loved it.” He hauled her into his arms, pressing their upper bodies together. Man. He went half hard again at the sensation of those heavy breasts rubbing against his bare chest. “I kinda got the impression you liked doin’ it.”
Holly nodded against his neck. “It shocked me you weren’t in a hurry to get off. Every time I’ve done it before, it’s been like, get me off, or get me close to the point so I can stick it in you.”
“Been with some real winners, haven’t you?”
“Yeah.” Holly’s lips glided across his collarbone. “Will you think I’m some kind of freak if I admit I haven’t really had that much experience in the…ah…dating world?”
“How much inexperience are we talking here?”
She shrugged.
“Darlin’, you brought it up.” Nick lazily trailed his fingers up and down her back.
“Five,” she blurted.
“Five what?”
“I’ve slept with five guys.” Holly angled to look in his eyes. “Including you.”
Nick kept his surprise in check. His cop side searched her eyes and her face for the lie. Finding none, a purely primitive male instinct of mine mine mine rolled through him. He reconnected their mouths in a kiss so tender he felt her satisfied sigh slip into his soul.
Suddenly she stiffened and broke free when his tongue swept between her lips. “Oh, you probably wish I would get a drink first—”
“No.” He sucked on her tongue before releasing it. “I wanna know how my come tastes in your mouth.” Then Nick swamped her with kisses that caused her to writhe against him. Kisses that plainly said she wanted him again as much as he wanted her.
This time Nick backed away first and rested his forehead to hers. “Again, Holly. Like this. Wrapped tightly together, looking in each other’s eyes, slipping and sliding as we’re making love in a cocoon of water.”
She scattered kisses over his jawline to his ear. “But all the condoms are in the bedroom.”
“Damn. Then I guess I’ll have you all slippery and wet in bed.” He helped her stand. His gaze traveled down her long, curvy torso and zeroed in on the droplet trickling from her belly button. He placed his mouth over that shallow dent and sucked the water out.
Holly gasped and goose bumps popped up across her skin.
When she turned, giving him a glimpse of that fabulous ass, he groaned. “I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave.”
Straddling the tub, she gave a sexy butt wiggle before she spun back around. Her face distorted as she lost her balance, listed sideways, and crashed to the floor.


Chapter Seven
Holly’s shoulder smacked into the tile as she hit. Her leg twisted, scraping her knee on the lip of the tub as she tried to keep from doing the splits. Naked. Her arm ended up pinned underneath her body and as she rolled to free it, she whacked her forehead into the metal base of the shower stall.
She squeezed her eyes shut at the immediate burst of pain and the flash of embarrassment.
Oh yeah. Holly North; grace personified.
“Shit!” Water splashed her prone body as she heard Nick hopping out of the tub. “Holly? You all right?”
Good Lord. The last thing she needed was to see his look of pity, so she didn’t answer or move.
“Sweet baby, open your eyes for me.”
Sweet baby? Her eyes flew open at his new term of endearment. He’d crouched, focusing his gaze on her forehead. “Let’s get some ice on that before it swells up more.”
Great. It must look hideous if Nick was concerned it could look worse.
He stood and grabbed two bath towels, draping one over her front and one over her back. Before she could protest, he lifted her into his arms.
“Put me down. I can walk.”
“Screw that. I like carrying you.”
The hard set to his jaw meant arguing was futile. So she kept mum as he strode into the bedroom.
With infinite gentleness, he laid her on the bed. He dried her wet body and tossed the towels on the floor. He propped his hip next to hers and brushed the damp tendrils from her cheek. “Where else are you hurt?” Nick caressed her arm. “Here?”
Holly shook her head.
“What about here?” His fingertips traced every bone in her ribcage.
She shook her head again.
“I can see the scrape on your knee. But do you feel like you twisted either ankle?”
Another head shake.
“Are you hurt anywhere else?”
She nodded.
“Where?”
“My pride,” she choked out, failing to hold back the tears. “God. I’m such a klutz. And now I’ve ruined the whole night.” Holly closed her eyes and sobbed.
Nick didn’t vanish at the sight of a woman’s tears like most men she knew. Rather, he held her hand and repeatedly feathered his thumb over her knuckles, while stroking the sopping wet hair from her face.
Finally she regained control and looked at him. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. Accidents happen. If I’d’ve been on my game, I woulda gotten out of the tub first and then helped you out so you didn’t fall.” He grinned. “But I was too goddamn busy staring at your ass to be much of a gentleman.”
Holly managed a small smile.
“Will you be okay for a minute or so while I get some ice for that bump on your pretty head?”
“Yes. But I suggest you put on a robe or I’ll have to beat back all the women who see you naked and will follow you to the room. And I’m not exactly in fighting form.”
“Now who’s the sweet talker?” After kissing her palm, Nick stood. Robe on, ice bucket in hand, he grabbed the keycard off the nightstand. “Be right back.”
“Why don’t you just leave the door cracked open so you don’t have to mess with the keycard?”
He whirled back around. “Because we’re in a strange place and we have no clue about who might be in the room next to us. All it takes is one little slipup, they could slip in and you’d be another statistic.”
“But—”
“I’ve seen it happen in my line of work, Holly, more times than I care to count.” Without another word, Nick left and clicked the door shut behind him.
While timing the throb throb throb of her pulse, she speculated as to what line of work Nick was in. With his remark about statistics and his earlier paperwork comment, she guessed he did something in the insurance industry. With his abundance of charm, he’d be a helluva salesman.
Holly imagined him rapping on her office door, wearing that dimpled cowboy grin and refusing to take no for an answer…as he took her against the filing cabinet. As he took her in the cushiony, adjustable office chair. But her personal favorite? Nick taking her across her desk immediately after he swept everything from the top. Slamming into her as the ca-chunk ca-chunk of the calculator spewing miles of tape echoed in the background.
She allowed a secret, smug smile. For once in her life, the reality of a man was so much better than her fantasy.
The lock snicked and the object of her desire slipped back into room. Nick’s not-so-quick perusal of her body reminded her she was completely naked. It was unusual she hadn’t bothered to cover up in a bout of modesty. Why was it she trusted this man so easily? So quickly? So completely?
Nick headed for the sink and was back with a makeshift icepack. “It’s not much, but it’s better than nothin’. It should keep the swelling down.”
“Thank you.” She shivered.
“Cold?”
“Nah. Laying here wet and naked with an ice pack on my head is like cozying up to a fireplace.”
He smooched her nose. “Smartypants.” Then he crawled beside her, yanked up the bedspread and covered them both.
“Mmm.” It amused Holly that Nick invaded her space and was cuddly as a teddy bear, not to mention hot as a furnace.
He wrapped his arm around her waist. “You tired?”
“A little.”
“I sense a ‘but’ coming.”
“But don’t think my accident will get you out of answering the question.”
“What question was that?”
“The same one you forced me to answer. The one where you tell me a tidbit about yourself that no one knows. A secret, remember?”
His groan rumbled against the back of her neck. “I hoped you’d forgotten about that.”
“Forgotten? Bub, you’re the one who brought it up. So start spilling your guts because we both know you aren’t the strong, silent type of cowboy.”
“Maybe that’s because I’m a lousy cowboy, whether it’s the strong, silent type or the loud, bold type.”
“What?” When Holly tried to crank her head around to look at him, he firmly—but gently—returned her face forward and reseated the icepack.
“That’s the secret very few people know about me. I’m a terrible cowboy.”
“Explain that to this city-slicker.”
He snorted. “Most kids born into ranching families know from birth that’s the life for them. My McKay cousins are that way. Same goes for my West kin who earn a living from the land and livestock. I, on the other hand, never experienced that feeling of euphoria when faced with backbreaking labor and temperamental animals. Not to mention fighting the Wyoming elements day in, day out. They say what don’t kill ya makes you stronger and I realized early on I didn’t wanna spend my life half-weak and half-dead.”
“So your family doesn’t know how you feel?”
“Oh, sure they do. But it isn’t like I’ve come right out and said it, even when I suspect both my brother Blake and my dad always knew the truth. It’s not an indictment on their choice, it’s just not my choice.”
Holly adjusted the icepack. “Boy, do I understand that. My sister, Crystal, is happily married to a guy who drives a gas truck. They live in the Jersey suburbs, own his-and-hers SUVs, have two kids, a boy and a girl. Her life revolves around yakking on the phone, watching soap operas, and getting her nails done once a week before she indulges in a four-martini lunch with her girlfriends. My brother, Tim, and his wife just had their first baby. So my siblings and their families have Sunday dinner with my parents every week and they all vacation at the Jersey shore every August. They are close, but that kind of back pocket living terrifies me.”
“Does your family know how you feel?”
His fingertips drew tiny circles around her belly button and she withheld a shiver at his surprisingly loving touch. “I guess it’s pretty obvious since I rarely go back there. I talk to my folks about once a month. My sister and brother, a couple of times a year. They’re not bad people, I just don’t have much in common with them any more. I haven’t since I finished college and relocated to the Wild West.”
“You went to college?”
Dammit. She’d gotten so comfortable with him she’d forgotten she was supposed to be Mistress Christmas, sexual fantasy woman, not Holly North, certified public accountant and certified public klutz. When in doubt, change the subject. “So are you going home to Wyoming for Christmas?”
“No. I have to work the day after. It’d be too much of a hassle with the weather and all.”
“Do you have friends you’ll be hanging out with?”
“Nah. I’ll most likely spend the day at home catching up on sleep or watching movies.”
That sounded lonely. It also sounded exactly like how she’d spend her Christmas day. “What kind of movies do you like?”
“Foreign films about the dichotomies of the human condition.”
Holly turned and gaped at him. “Really?”
“No. But I’ll bet you thought I’d say Westerns, huh?”
She blushed.
“I like comedies. Will Ferrell. Adam Sandler. Ben Stiller. Luke Wilson.”
“Me too! Blades of Glory cracked me up. My favorite Sandler flick is Happy Gilmore and I about fell off the damn couch laughing at Dodgeball.”
“‘If you can dodge a wrench, you can dodge a ball’,” he quoted.
They both laughed.
“I wait until I can rent them. Not much fun going to the movies by yourself,” she said.
“Tell me about it.” Nick nuzzled her cheek and kissed his way to the spot below her ear that drove her wild. “I’d like to take you to a movie sometime. I’d even share my Junior Mints.”
“Generous of you,” she murmured.
“You’ll find I’m a very generous guy.” His lips drifted down her neck. “Is your head feeling better?”
She almost said, “What head?” she was so lost in the way he was seducing her with just his mouth. Instead, she answered, “It’s still throbbing a little.”
“How about if I try to get another part of your body to throb to take your mind off it?”
Her skin prickled with anticipation. “Ah. Yeah. Sure.”
Nick swept the pillows to the floor and grabbed the condoms. While he ripped open the package, she ran her tongue over his nipples, amazed by how quickly the tips puckered.
He groaned. “That feels good.”
“Tastes good too.”
Holly continued to tease him, using her teeth and sucking the flat disks with enough force to leave a mark. She felt the latex-covered cock twitching against her belly and then she was on her back with two hundred pounds of amorous Nick above her.
Even in the dim light she could see his eyes were darkened with desire. “I wanna make love to you, very slowly, and drag it out as long as possible.”
“Yes. Me too.”
“Let me in.”
She eased her knees apart. Then Nick was right there, in the cradle of her thighs, all hot, hard, persistent male. Her pussy was slick, allowing his cock to glide in easily on a single, measured stroke.
“Oh yeah, that’s what I’m talkin’ about.”
Holly canted her hips until that rigid shaft was buried deep enough she felt his balls against her ass.
“Turns me on that you’re so wet and ready.”
“Turns me on to see heat in your eyes and know it’s for me. To know I put it there.” Holly slid her palms up the ridges of his pectorals and wreathed her arms around his neck. “Make it last a long time, Nick.”
“Be my pleasure.”
Nick’s kisses and murmured sweet talk demonstrated his need to take it slow. His steady, but leisurely thrusts stoked the fire inside her to the point she feared there’d be nothing left but cinders when he finished making love to her.
He pushed her to the edge, again and again. Finally, when they were both covered with sweat, when they were both struggling for breath, he whispered, “Send us both flying, Holly. Bear down on me.” He shoved deep and hard. “Now.”
Tilting her hips so his pubic bone rasped her clit, Holly squeezed her interior muscles, gasping as the sensations synchronized and sent her into two shuddering climaxes, one right after the other.
As she fought her way back to the surface of sanity, she was thrilled to realize multiple orgasms were not a myth on par with the red-suited man after all.
“You okay?”
“Mmm. I…my God. That was…”
“For me too, Holly baby, for me too.” Nick followed his sweet words with a thorough kiss before he withdrew and left to rid himself of the condom.
Although he wasn’t gone long, Holly was drifting off when he crawled back in bed. He put a fresh icepack on her head and his thoughtfulness brought a lump to her throat. This wonderful man deserved better than her deception. She attempted to wiggle away, but Nick held her so closely a sheet of wrapping paper wouldn’t have fit between them.
Comfy as she was, her guilt weighed heavier than the blanket covering them. She didn’t want to fall asleep in his arms without setting things straight. “Nick?”
“Hmm?”
“We need to talk.”
“I know we do, darlin’. But you injured your head and you need to get some shut-eye. I’ve kept you up too long as it is. And it ain’t nothin’ that can’t keep until morning.”
He had a point.
Holly floated in and out of consciousness, never hitting deep sleep. Nick snored in her ear, making rest more elusive. When he loosened his hold on her, she carefully disentangled her limbs from his and sat on the edge of the mattress.
He mumbled, “Not gonna believe I nailed Mistress Christmas.”
She froze. Nailed Mistress Christmas. Was that all she was to him? A story he could tell his buddies?
Her empty stomach churned. She’d thought he was different.
He is different. Give him a chance to explain.
Nick might be talking in his sleep, but the truth was, once he heard her confession about not being Mistress Christmas, he’d be pissed off anyway. So maybe she oughta save face and leave him with a memory of one hot winter’s night with his fantasy woman.
As quietly as possible, Holly tracked down her clothes and dressed quickly in the near total darkness. When she found the contents of her purse strewn across the carpet where Nick had thrown it, she hastily scooped everything back inside while keeping an eye on Nick, who’d started tossing and turning.
Coat on, shoes on, she gave Nick one last regretful look and set the keycard on the desk before she slipped from the room.
 
When Nick woke up he had no clue where he was. He squinted at the clock on the unfamiliar dresser. Then his bleary-eyed gaze zoomed to the box of condoms. The empty bottle of champagne.
The empty bed.
Then he remembered. The night of pure sexual decadence.
So where was Holly?
He briefly closed his eyes and let her scent, still lingering on the sheets, engulf him. He let the memories from last night swamp him and fill his body and soul in a way he’d never imagined. Holly was something truly special. He was glad she brought up them needing to talk, because he had a whole lot he wanted to tell her.
Don’t you mean a whole lot you have to confess to her?
When several minutes passed and he hadn’t heard any sounds drifting from the bathroom, he sat up. What if she’d fallen down? The woman was hot as sin, and yet, he couldn’t deny her tendency toward clumsiness, that was somehow…utterly charming.
He yelled, “Holly? Baby? You okay?”
No answer.
A funny, panicked feeling rooted in his gut. Nick raced to the bathroom. Empty. He ran out into the main room and flipped on all the lights. His clothes were in a pile right where he’d left them last night. Hers were nowhere to be found.
His eyes locked on the keycard sitting atop the desk.
Dammit. She’d just snuck out? Without a word to him? Why?
Nick jerked on his jeans, threw on his shirt and pulled on his boots. He found his truck keys in the pocket of his coat. He patted the right back pocket of his jeans and came up empty.
“Oh no. Oh hell no.”
Frantic, he crawled around on the floor. Looked under the chair, in the couch cushions, under the bed, in the bathroom, on the shelf in the closet, in the dresser drawers and he didn’t find it.
He stared at the rumpled bed and then the door and yelled, “Fuck! I don’t fucking believe this!”
Mistress Christmas was long gone. And so was his wallet.


Chapter Eight
All morning Holly felt so guilty she couldn’t concentrate. She wondered if Nick had gotten mad when he’d woken up and found her gone? Or worse, maybe he’d been relieved? Either way, she’d realized running out had been a childish reaction and she owed him an explanation. For everything.
But her search for his telephone number in the Denver metro area business and residence pages produced no results. True, her own number was unlisted, but that was pretty much standard for a single woman.
What if he’d given her a fake name?
Dammit. Her limited “morning after” experiences left her no choice but to call Ivy, ask her advice and come clean about what’d gone down with one of her club’s customers after hours. She touched the receiver. Then slowly took her hand back.
She’d make that call. Right after lunch. All morning she’d been too jittery to eat, but now she was starved.
No. You’re stalling.
Holly plopped her purse on her desk. She browsed the take-out menu beside her blotter. Rooting around absentmindedly in the inside pocket for her wallet, her hand brushed unfamiliar, nubby leather. She gasped and yanked her hand back as if it’d connected with a snake.
Heart thumping, she peered inside. Not a snake, but something made of…snakeskin.
“What the hell?” She lifted out the surprisingly heavy wallet and had a memory flash. Right after she’d arrived at the hotel, Nick had grabbed her purse and tossed it aside. Faced with the sexual heat in his eyes, she really hadn’t cared what’d become of her purse or what’d been in it.
Then Nick had taken the first condom out of his wallet and whipped it aside too. Evidently his billfold had landed on top of her assorted purse wreckage, and in her haste to leave, she’d inadvertently shoved his wallet in her purse along with everything else.
Now you know where he lives. Now you can find out if he was who he said he was.
No. That’s snooping. That’s wrong.
But don’t you think he’ll want his wallet back?
Yes. She needed a minute to think.
Take your time but you know what you have to do. You know what you want to do.
As the voices warred inside her head, Holly stared at the black snakeskin, as if it really were coiling and hissing for her attention. Taking a deep breath, she flipped the bi-fold wallet open…and froze clear to the marrow of her bones.
“Oh shit. Oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit.”
Nick West was who he said he was. But the badge on the inside flap of his billfold told her he’d left out one teeny tiny detail: Nick West was a cop.
“Oh shit. Oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit.”
She reached for the phone.
 
***
 
“This is Detective West,” he snapped.
“No offense, but you sound pissed off.”
“Newsflash: I am pissed off.”
“Like that’s news?”
Nick growled. Which only made his brother laugh.
“Is this a bad time?”
“No worse than usual.” Nick inhaled and exhaled slowly. “Sorry, Blake, I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
“I’m used to it, I work with Dad every day, remember?”
“Yeah. Speaking of…why are you calling me at work in the middle of the day? Don’t tell me Little Bo Peep has lost your sheep again and you need an ace detective to find them?”
“Fuck off.”
He grinned. “That joke never gets old, does it?”
“Says you. If I wanted to be insulted, I’d beg Chet and Remy to keep me company at the Rusty Spur.”
Times were tough for ranchers and Blake moonlighted as a bartender at one of the local honky-tonks. “They ain’t nearly as entertaining as I am.”
“That’s true. Especially not lately.”
Chet and Remy were the wildest of their West cousins, although tame compared to their McKay relatives. “Why? What’ve they been doin’?”
“Nothin’. Tryin’ to get Colt’s house done before more snow flies.”
“How is Colt?” Life had thrown the West and McKay families a number of curve balls in the last few years. After their cousin Dag West’s unexpected death, their cousin Colt McKay had seen the light and stopped his own spiral toward an early grave. Between Nick, Kade McKay and Colt’s younger sister, Keely, they’d found a rehab place in Denver and Colt had been sober for two years. Every day Nick worked with families who hadn’t been so lucky.
“Colt’s good. Like I said, his new house is almost finished. He’ll be livin’ up the road from Chassie, Trevor and Edgard.”
Nick lifted his eyebrows. His family avoided gossip of cousin Chassie’s unconventional new lifestyle with her husband and his best friend. But that wasn’t what’d gained his attention. “Colt’s moving out of the Boars Nest? Permanently?”
“Guess so. Cam bought both him and Buck out because he wants to live alone.” Blake sighed. “I don’t blame the man for his bitterness after what happened in Iraq, but he’s kinda puttin’ his family through the ringer. Cam won’t let no one help him. And we’ve all offered, believe me.”
“It’s been what? Ten months? Since his injury? He’s only been back in Sundance four months. He’ll work it out, if the meddling McKays would just back off and give the man room to breathe.”
Blake went silent.
“What?”
“Speakin’ of meddlin’ families…the real reason I’m callin’ is Ma wants to know if you’re comin’ home for Christmas.”
Nick sagged back in his chair with familial guilt. “I don’t wanna think about anything having to do with the word ‘Christmas’ today.”
When Nick didn’t elaborate, Blake drawled, “You gonna explain that to this lowly shepherd?”
With frustration riding him, Nick blurted out how he’d hooked up with Holly. Probably made himself out to be a fool, but hell, it wasn’t the first time Blake’d heard about the dumb things his brother had done, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.
Blake didn’t immediately toss out a smartass remark. Once again, Nick appreciated his younger brother being even-keeled and not prone to sarcasm.
“You really like this Holly woman, don’t you?”
Damn. Blake was intuitive too. “Yeah, I do. That’s why it made me crazy this morning when she was gone along with my wallet. If she needed money that damn bad, why didn’t she just ask instead of stealing from me?”
“I know you see the shittiest side of humanity on a daily basis, bro, but in this case you need to give Holly the benefit of the doubt. There’s gotta be a logical explanation for what happened. For all of it.”
A huge weight seemed to roll off Nick’s shoulders. “That’s what I’m hopin’.”
“Besides, you know where she works.”
“True.”
“Hate to cut this short, but I got sheep bleatin’ my name. What should I tell Ma?”
“That I won’t be home because I gave up Christmas for Lent.”
A soft laugh drifted through the receiver. “Better I tell her that, than you were literally deep in the throes of Holly-day festivities last night.”
“Funny.”
“Good luck. Trust your gut, it ain’t failed you yet. And remember it don’t gotta be a holiday for you to come back here and visit. I miss your ugly mug.”
“Same goes.” Still feeling guilty, Nick hung up and looked at the clock. One hundred and eighty-seven minutes until Sugar Plums opened—not that he was counting or anything.
 
***
 
Dishes clattered in the background. As the scents of soy sauce and grease permeated the air, Holly’s stomach roiled. She wished she’d chosen a different lunch spot.
After the waiter had taken their order, she leaned across the table. “You haven’t said a word since we sat down, Ivy.”
“I’m thinking.”
“About what you’ll do if he arrests me?”
“For what?” Ivy asked. “Ending up with his wallet was an accident. And I know you well enough that I doubt you snooped through his personal effects, besides the accidental peek you got of his badge. Did you?”
Holly stammered, “N-no! I’d never do that.”
“See?”
“But what if he arrests me for…” she lowered her voice, “…solicitation?”
Ivy’s eyes narrowed, reminding Holly that Ivy had been a top-notch criminal defense attorney previous to her stint as the proprietor of a high-class strip joint. “Did he ask you to give him a lap dance?”
“Yes.”
“Did he pay you for it?”
Holly nodded.
“How much?”
“Umm. One hundred dollars.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah. I-I didn’t know what to charge.”
Ivy mumbled, “Maybe I oughta put you in charge of pricing, since that’s quadruple the standard rate.”
“Ivy!”
“Sorry. Dollar signs blinded me for a second. So what did you do after the lap dance ended?”
“Hid—I mean, helped out in the dressing room.”
A slight smile curved Ivy’s lips. “And Nick returned the night after you performed the lap dance?”
“Yes.”
“Did he ask you for another lap dance?”
“Yes, but I refused, because I figured out the one I’d given him hadn’t been the norm.”
“Then what happened?”
“I left him at the bar and mingled with customers. I changed clothes and Nick was waiting for me in the parking lot when I went out the back door.”
“Was that when he asked you to meet him off the premises?”
“Yes.”
“At any time besides the lap dance did you ask him for money in exchange for sexual favors?”
“No!”
“At any time besides the lap dance did he offer to pay you for sexual favors?”
Holly shook her head.
“Any and all sexual contact, at every point, was completely consensual?”
Once again Holly’s cheeks caught fire when she remembered how eagerly she’d let Nick tie her up. Man. That’d been hot as hell, her powerlessness and his determination to prime her body to reach dizzying new heights, by showing a kinky side of herself she hadn’t realized she had.
“Holly?” Ivy prompted.
“Umm. Consensual. All six times.”
“Six times?” Ivy repeated, her eyes wide with surprise.
Crap.
“In one night?”
Holly notched her chin higher. “Yes. Six instances of sexual contact and that’s all I’m saying.”
“And that’s saying something.” Ivy smirked. “At least you didn’t say that’s all you were copping to.”
“Ivy!”
“What? It was funny.”
“No, it wasn’t. I can’t believe this is happening to me. I never ever ever do stuff like this.”
“I know, sweets, which is why I thought this experience might’ve lightened you up and you’d embrace—”
“—my seamier, nastier side?” Holly blurted. “It’s just made me more paranoid. Now he probably thinks I’m a slut. You probably think I’m a slut.”
“Because you had a one-night stand, one time? Hardly.”
Holly just stared at her.
“Look. I’m the one who should feel guilty for putting you in this position. It’s those damn dollar signs that cloud my vision. I shouldn’t have asked you.”
“Asked?”
“Okay, demanded, that you fill in as Mistress Christmas. This whole thing could’ve been avoided—”
“But that’s the thing. I don’t regret being with him. Nick is the greatest guy I’ve ever met. Sexy. Thoughtful. Sweet. Funny. Did I mention sexy? I just wish I would’ve been smart enough to come clean with him as me—the real me—because the other thing I’m afraid of is he’ll be disappointed I’m not some wild stripper.” A deranged thought flitted though Holly’s mind and she laughed. “This whole debacle is like some bad movie of the week, Accountant Gone Wild.”
“Ooh, I’ve got a better title,” Ivy said, playing along. “Arresting Behavior”.
“Omigod, Ivy! That’s not even…” But Holly erupted into giggles before she could finish the rest of the sentence.
Steaming plates of pork fried rice and eggrolls arrived and they both dug in.
Eventually Ivy said, “He’ll track you through Sugar Plums.”
“I know.”
“Probably tonight.”
“I know that too.”
“Do you know what you’re going to say to him?”
Holly twirled her chopsticks through a puddle of hot mustard. “No clue.”
The meal was finished in silence. After the plates were cleared Ivy tried to hand Holly a fortune cookie.
“No thanks.”
“Come on. Even if you don’t eat the cardboard shell, you have to read your fortune.”
“With my luck? Instead of the fortune saying, ‘Beware of men bearing Trojan horses’ it’ll say something like, ‘Beware of a man carrying a box of Trojans’.”
“Maybe I oughta have you doing standup in the strip club,” Ivy said dryly. She cracked open a cookie, fished out the little white paper and slid it across the table. “Read it.”
Holly’s fingers smoothed out the wrinkles and she read the words to herself.
“Well? What does it say?”
“You will meet a handsome stranger, indulge in the best sex in the history of mankind…and then he’ll cuff you and throw your candy ass in the slammer.”
“Give me that.” Ivy snatched it and recited, “‘Worry not of the past. Fret not for the future. Live in the present; every day is a gift’.”
“See?”
“See what?”
“It’s total crap.”
“Wrong. That’s a damn good fortune. And it has that whole Dickensian A Christmas Carol vibe going. It’s Christmas and Nick is your gift.”
Holly rolled her eyes. “What it is, is utter claptrap, hogwash, and horse feathers. You don’t really believe in this junk, do you?”
“Yep. Just like I believe in love at first sight, trusting your instincts and second chances, even when some unenlightened folks believe those things are as fictional as Santa.”
Couldn’t argue with that. “What does yours say?”
“Doesn’t matter. It’s all claptrap, hogwash and horse feathers, right?” she teased.
“Oh, just quit gloating and read the damn thing.”
Ivy crunched on the cookie and held up the tiny scrap of paper. “‘Wishes do come true. You just have to believe’.”
A strange feeling of déjà vu rippled through her. Hadn’t she and Nick talked about wishes? Christmas wishes in particular?
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Holls.”
She muttered, “Damn Dickens. This is just coincidence.”
“Maybe this one was your fortune.”
“No way. I am not putting my faith and pinning my future hopes on the advice from a fortune cookie!”
“There’s my practical girl.” Ivy gave her an indulgent smile. “Come to the club after work tonight and we’ll figure out something logical.”
 
 
Nick rushed to Sugar Plums after his shift ended. Since he wore his sidearm beneath his topcoat, it was a good thing the overgrown elf wasn’t around to frisk him. Still, the lax security at the club made him uneasy.
Truthfully, it felt weird, seeing the place nearly empty. Music pulsed and a rainbow of lights rebounded off the walls, but the stage was devoid of dancers. A few men were hunched at the main bar, staring into highball glasses, ignoring each other. He noticed a couple of bodies bent over the gambling machines in the backroom. The area for lap dances was cordoned off and completely dark.
For the first time in a long time, Nick wasn’t sure how to play it. Should he storm through the door warning “No Unauthorized Admittance”? Should he demand to see the manager? Or should he just demand to see the good Mistress?
“Hey, buddy.”
His head swiveled toward the gravelly male voice behind the bar. “Yeah?”
“Whatcha want to drink?”
“Arctic Ale.”
“Coming right up.” The man popped the top on a brown bottle and slid it across the counter. “That’ll be ten bucks.”
“For one beer? Don’t you have happy hour prices?”
The big man shrugged. “Everything is pricey in the entertainment industry.”
Nick jerked his chin toward the empty stage. “Don’t see any entertainment goin’ on. When’s the show start?”
“In an hour.”
“Mistress Christmas here tonight?” He took a pull off his beer and hated the anxiety making his head pound.
“Yep.” Another customer garnered the bartender’s attention and he turned away.
Nick chose a barstool in the corner that allowed him to keep an eye on the door to the backroom and the restrooms, where a mirrored section of the ceiling gave him an unobstructed view of the entrance. Holly wouldn’t get past him tonight. No way, no how.
He waited. Sipped his beer. Thirty minutes ticked by. A few more customers trickled in. His cell phone buzzed and he looked at the caller ID. Shit. It was his captain. Nick slid off the stool and headed to the bathroom to take the phone call in private.
Five minutes later he came around the corner and saw her. Mistress Christmas. Long, black leather-clad legs. Red bustier. Bare shoulders. Hair piled on top of her head, revealing the sexy length of her neck.
Nick’s pulse throbbed in his temple.
She kept her back to him and was gesturing and laughing with the guy who’d been sitting across from him. Acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As he stalked closer, he noticed a couple of key things. She must’ve been wearing stilettos because he wasn’t towering over her by a good five inches. She must’ve been wearing a wig because her hair wasn’t a shiny mass of auburn waves, but nearly black.
Finally it was the smattering of freckles across her back that threw him off. Holly had freckles on her nose. His mouth tasted every alluring curve of her shoulder and he hadn’t remembered freckles.
Nick tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Holly?”
Unfamiliar cool blue eyes connected with his. “No. Afraid you’ve got the wrong person.”
“Then who are you supposed to be in that getup?” He pointed to her clothes, the exact same outfit Holly had worn, minus the mask.
“I’m Mistress Christmas.”
He lowered his voice. “Like hell. Where is she?”
“Where is who?”
“The real Mistress Christmas.”
“I am the real deal, buddy.”
“But—” Nick counted to ten. Where was Holly? He spied the door to the back. “My mistake,” he said, then sidestepped her and made a beeline for the private entrance.
“Hey! You can’t go back there!”
Once inside the darkened passageway, he zoomed past the dressing area where the strippers readied themselves. A door loomed ahead. Just as he was about to kick it in, Holly emerged.
She stumbled over a fruit basket and tumbled right into his arms. “Nick?”
Frustration set in and he hauled her upright until they were nose-to-nose. “Yes, I’m Nick, but who the hell are you? And where do you get off stealing my wallet and walking out on me?”


Chapter Nine
“I didn’t steal your wallet on purpose, Detective.”
At her use of his title, he knew guilt flickered in his eyes.
“It ended up on top of my purse and it was so dark when I left—”
“You mean when you snuck out like a thief in the night?”
“I am not a thief,” she huffed.
“Says you. But I noticed you didn’t dispute the fact you snuck out.” Nick gave her a quick once-over. “Why aren’t you dressed in your Mistress Christmas costume?”
She said nothing.
“I saw the woman out there wearing your clothes. Did you give them to her hoping it’d fool me? Guess what? It didn’t work.”
“I’m sure nothing gets by ace detective Nick West.” Holly reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out Nick’s wallet. “Take it. And before you ask, no, I didn’t snoop besides seeing your badge. If you hadn’t shown up here tonight to claim it, I would’ve turned it in to the police because I am not a thief.”
Nick thumbed through the contents. Satisfied nothing was amiss, he caught her eye again. “I suppose Holly North isn’t even your real name?”
“That is my real name.”
“Why aren’t you working tonight?”
Angry shouts sounded out in the main bar area, followed by the crash of breaking glass. “Dammit.” Holly raced down the hallway toward the commotion.
“Wait!” Jesus. Leave it to the woman to run toward potential danger rather than away. He chased after her.
When Holly skidded to a stop he nearly crashed into her.
A man was on his knees with his arms wrapped around the legs of the woman Nick had spoken to earlier. Beer bottles were shattered on either side of him. The man appeared to be sobbing. Or begging. Or both.
“Please. Just one.”
The woman was pinned against the wall with no way to escape. “I said no. Let me go.”
“Please. Just one. Then I’ll go,” the man blubbered.
Where the hell were the bouncers?
Nick sidestepped Holly and moved to stand behind the man. “Sir. Release her. Now.”
The guy didn’t appear to hear.
He really didn’t want to pull out his gun, but it looked as if he might have to. “Last warning, sir. Back away from the woman.”
“Why should I listen to you?”
“Because I’m a cop.”
“Shit.” The man cranked his head around. He blinked several times. “Nick?”
Nick’s stomach plummeted at seeing his friend’s blotchy face. “Rudy?”
Holly said, “You know him?”
“Unfortunately.”
“B-b-but who—”
He scanned Rudy’s disheveled clothes. “Are you drunk? And why in the hell are you on your knees?”
“I’m trying to convince Mistress Christmas to give me a lap dance,” he slurred.
Fury surfaced inside Nick at the thought of his drunken friend putting his hands on Holly.
Rudy ignored him and pleaded with the woman, “I have money this time. You can’t deny me.”
The woman snapped, “Like hell I can’t.”
“Let her go.”
Soon as Rudy loosened his grip, the woman pushed Rudy on his ass and fled behind Nick.
“Stay put. I’ll deal with you in a minute,” Nick said harshly to Rudy. He faced the woman. “You okay?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know him?”
“No, but he’s been harassing me for weeks.”
“Weeks?”
She nodded. “Claims he’s in love with me. The bouncers banned him last month but somehow he snuck in tonight, probably because we’re short-handed.” She turned and looked at Holly. “Did he harass you when you were filling in for me?”
Holly shook her head. “This is the first time I’ve seen him.”
“Filling in?” Nick repeated.
The woman nodded. “I’ve been sick as a dog the last couple days and she’s been filling in as Mistress Christmas.”
His gaze raked over the tall, raven-haired beauty. “You’re Mistress Christmas?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I sure as shootin’ ain’t Santa. Who the hell did you think I was?”
“He thought I was you,” Holly said. “As you can see, Nick, I’m not the real Mistress Christmas. And I’m also not even, ah…a stripper.”
“Then what are you?”
“I’m an accountant.”
Everything clicked into place. Some great detective he made. All the clues had been there, bright as the Northern Lights—Holly’s inexperience with lap dances, her discomfort with men drooling over her, the shyness in exposing her body to him. He’d just been so bowled over by how much she made him feel, that he’d ignored the obvious signs.
“So what now?” Holly asked.
“I’ll deal with Rudy.” He put his lips on her ear and whispered, “Then I’ll deal with you. With us. We need to talk about our future, so don’t run off.”
“I-I don’t know what we have to discuss.”
“Yes, you do.”
“Nick—”
“Please.” He inhaled, filling his lungs with the sweet, sugary scent of her. “Just please, darlin’. Don’t leave me hanging again.”
Her pause seemed too long.
“What?”
“Why are you so anxious to talk to me? Because you’re relieved I’m not a stripper? And you think we might actually have a chance at a relationship?”
“We already have a relationship.”
Holly’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates.
“Besides, I could give a damn what you do for a living. I thought I’d made that clear last night.”
Finally, she admitted, “I guess you did.”
“Good.” After a lingering touch to the side of her face, Nick stepped back and stood in front of Rudy. “Get up and start talking.”
 
 
Holly paced in Ivy’s office.
A knock sounded. The door opened. Nick came in and leaned against it, looking weary, but still as sinfully sexy as the first time she’d seen him. Holly asked, “You okay?”
“Not really. I’m feeling all kinds of foolish, if you wanna know the real truth.” He briefly squeezed his eyes shut. “Shit. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”
“About me?”
“About Rudy.”
“You sure you aren’t a little disappointed I’m not the infamous Mistress Christmas?”
“No. God no. You are everything I’ve ever…”
“You don’t need to keep piling on the flattery, Nick,” Holly snapped.
“I’m not. I mean, I am. But in my mind it’s not flattery if it’s true. Dammit. Just listen to me. Remember when I told you I wasn’t a regular at strip clubs?”
She nodded warily.
“Well, that wasn’t a lie. Rudy is the reason I came to Sugar Plums in the first place. See, he told me Mistress Christmas had slipped something in his drink after a lap dance, then she stole his wallet and left him to pass out in his car.”
“And you thought I was capable of that?”
“Yes. No.” Nick scrubbed his hands over his razor-stubbled chin. “I see things a lot worse than that on a daily basis, which is why I decided to check into Rudy’s claims off the clock, on my own time. I knew he was embarrassed about what’d happened here, but I hadn’t suspected he’d flat-out lied to me.
“I felt sorry for him, which is probably why I believed him without question. His wife left him last year during the holidays. Evidently coming here recreated the memory of happier times.”
Holly couldn’t imagine how low Rudy must’ve fallen to believe the limited attentions from a stripper could possibly be considered “happier times”. Sadly, she suspected Rudy wasn’t the only regular club customer who harbored that delusion.
“Between the lap dances and the gambling machines, it’s no wonder he didn’t have any money. With his drunken obsession with Mistress Christmas, it’s a no brainer he’d been banned, since he’s half a step from stalker territory.” Nick looked up at her. Intently. “Lucky for him he never put his greedy hands on you.”
She swallowed, trying to wet her mouth, which’d gone dry as Aunt Clara’s fruitcake.
“Anyway. His choices were detox or jail. He picked detox. Maybe he’ll get the professional help he needs since I ended up being such a piss-poor friend.”
“His problems aren’t your doing,” Holly said. “You tried to help him when I suspect the rest of his friends either couldn’t or wouldn’t.”
“Thanks.” Those gold-flecked eyes narrowed on her face. “Enough about Rudy. I wanna talk about you.”
Holly learned firsthand what people meant when they spoke of a hard cop stare. “What about me?”
“How does an accountant end up working in a strip club? Even temporarily?”
“It’s not that much of a stretch. Ivy, the owner, is a good friend as well as a client. I stopped by to drop off some quarterly paperwork and she begged me to fill in. I’d knocked back a couple glasses of spiced wine…and the next thing I knew, I was strutting across stage wearing a bustier, leather hot pants and ankle-breaking heels.”
Those shimmering hazel eyes softened. “That first night was the first night you ever…?”
“Got all dolled up, paraded across a stage barely dressed, in front of a roomful of horny men, and pretended to be someone I’m not? Yes.”
“Oh baby.”
“Then I met you, and followed through with the lap dance fiasco—”
“Not a fiasco. It was the sexiest goddamn thing that’d ever happened to me.”
Holly blinked. “It was?”
“Yep.”
“But I didn’t know what I was doing! And I especially didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to touch you or let you touch me, let alone have an orgasm with all my clothes on.”
A ghost of his sexy smile appeared. “The last time that happened to me, I think I still believed in Santa Claus.”
She smiled back at him. “Part of me didn’t want you to come back to the strip club, but an even larger part of me wanted to see you again.”
Confused, he demanded, “Why?”
“I was afraid a gorgeous guy like you would only be interested in me if I was a wild stripper. Yet, I was afraid if I told you I wasn’t Mistress Christmas you wouldn’t be interested in me either because you’d think I was boring. Especially if you saw me without all the caked-on makeup and revealing clothing.”
“Your au naturel look didn’t seem to deter me, did it?”
“No. Maybe it was selfish, but I didn’t tell you my real identity because I wanted one night with you to be the sexy woman you thought I was. That was my Christmas wish. You just ended up being so much…more than I’d ever dared hope for.”
“Sweet darlin’.” Nick’s voice held bewilderment and something deeper she couldn’t decipher.
Embarrassed, she glanced down at her hands. “I never meant to hurt you. Or trick you. Or lift your wallet.”
“I understand that now.”
“Last night was one hundred percent me in that hotel room. Holly North. Mild-mannered accountant gone wild.”
Several excruciating seconds passed before Nick sighed. “Maybe we were both at cross-purposes, at least initially. But everything I told you, everything I did, everything I was last night, was me too. Not Detective Nick West, just Nick West, a lonely man who’d gotten lucky enough to catch the eye and the attention of a beautiful, sweet, smart, sexy woman.”
Holly’s heart kicked into high gear as she heard his footsteps getting closer. Very gently Nick lifted her chin to meet his gaze.
“Might sound sappy, but the first night you asked what I wanted for Christmas, so earnestly, like you really cared? I almost blurted out the truth.”
“Which is?”
“For a long time I’ve wished for a woman to see the real me. A woman with fire, passion and sweetness, inside the bedroom and out. A woman who could make me laugh, drive me insane with lust, challenge my mind and see beyond my badge, and my redneck background. You are that woman.”
“You sure? Not two hours ago you called me a thief.”
“Holly—”
“Do you know how bad I freaked out when I discovered I had your wallet? And then I saw that badge? I was half-afraid you’d show up here and bust me for solicitation.”
He practically snarled, “Like I said, it wasn’t a cop in bed with you last night, it was a man. A man who hopes to see a lot more of you—in bed and out.”
“What? You want to…date me?”
“It’ll do for now.”
“F-for n-now?” she sputtered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means, how we met will be a great Christmas story to tell our kids and grandkids.” Nick closed her mouth after it’d dropped open in absolute shock. “Does that surprise you? Or scare you?”
“Both.”
“Me too, baby, me too. This all happened so fast. Like some kind of Christmas miracle. Sounds sappy, but it’s true.”
Tears shimmered in her eyes and hope clogged her throat. “So what now?”
“We build on the magic between us and see where it takes us.” He pushed a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “And maybe I called you a thief because you stole my damn heart, not my wallet.”
Holly absolutely melted.
Nick kissed her; his mouth was as warm and sweet as his words. “Spend Christmas with me. We’ll do all the traditional things like decorate the tree, bake cookies and snuggle up to watch A Christmas Story. Then I’d like to start a few of our own traditions.”
Lord, she loved the feel of his lips on her skin. “Like?”
“Like making nekkid carpet angels underneath the Christmas tree. Decorating your body with peppermint-flavored gel. Wrapping you up with velvet ribbon and tyin’ you up with garland. I know how it turns you on to be trussed up like a Christmas turkey, darlin’.”
Holly couldn’t help it; she moaned.
His breath was hot in her ear. “Be my Mistress, Holly, not just for Christmas, but for every day.”
“Best proposition I’ve ever had, Not-So-Saint Nick.” She maneuvered him under the mistletoe and sealed the deal with a kiss.


Epilogue
One year later…
“Holly Jolly Christmas” blasted from the alarm clock. Nick rolled over and smacked the plastic box until the cheery song vanished back to the realm of hell from whence it came. He returned to his spot, but the warm, curvy body he’d been cuddled against had moved.
Frowning, he looked across the mattress. Bright green eyes blinked at him, followed by the sultry smile he’d never get tired of waking up to.
“Good morning, Mr. Scowly Face.”
“Good morning, Mrs. West.” Nick leaned forward and kissed her. “Mmm. I love the sound of that.” He stole another kiss just because he could. “Have I mentioned how much I love bein’ married to you?”
“We’ve only been married twelve hours, Nick.”
“Best twelve hours of my life, darlin’ wife.”
Truthfully, the last twelve months had been the best of his life. He and Holly had embarked on a whirlwind relationship. They’d spent Christmas together, were living together by Valentine’s Day, and were engaged by Easter.
So at sunset, exactly one year to the day Holly North had strutted across that stage and made all Nick West’s wishes—Christmas and otherwise—come true, they’d pledged their lives and love to each other on a secluded Hawaiian beach.
“Let’s get up. There’s a million things I want to do today besides lay around.”
“I’d like to lay in bed and do my wife all day,” he muttered.
“Nick!”
“What? Setting the alarm on the first day of our honeymoon is just plain wrong, Holls.”
Holly angled over and kissed his cheek, then rolled to the side and stood. Naked. “But I hear they’re serving mimosas on the restaurant terrace.”
It took Nick’s gaze a long time to reach her eyes. His wife was fine. Damn fine. “I’d rather be servicing you on our terrace.”
“But, honey, you know how much I love that bubbly stuff.”
“Yeah? And just to show you how much I love you, and how eager I am to compromise in this marriage, I’ll point out there’s a quart of orange juice in the fridge.”
Holly’s slow, sexy grin appeared. “Then I’ll get the champagne.”
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The greatest gift is getting what you never thought you wanted.
 
Unraveled
© 2008 Jaci Burton
 
Mitch Magruder, rich, successful, wildly popular surfer and entrepreneur, is always on the lookout for the next big wave or the next great deal. So when he’s home for the holidays, he jumps at the chance to build one of his famous hotels right on the white, sandy, Florida beach where he grew up. The only thing standing in his way is Greta Mason.
Divorced with two children, Greta welcomes the struggle to make ends meet at the ramshackle beachfront motel her father left her. The motel means everything to her, and no amount of money—or hot nights of persuasion—offered by gorgeous, sexy Mitch is going to change her mind. No matter how much his touch unravels her defenses.
For once, Mitch finds he’s the one doing the chasing, and Greta’s doing more than throwing a monkey wrench into his perfectly orchestrated world. She’s making him think about things he’s never considered before, things other than the pursuit of money. Things like settling down with the right woman.
Now if only he can convince her he wants more than hot sex, moonlit nights, and her hotel…
Warning: This book contains sun, sand, surf, bikinis, hot men in board shorts, talk of Christmas shopping (ack!) foreplay, midplay, afterplay, and all that deliciously naughty explicit sex (up against the wall, in a limo and…*gasp*…even in a bed!).
 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Unraveled:
Greta stood motionless, her feet rooted to the floor of the cabana. Mitch didn’t seem to mind, just swayed back and forth, their bodies connected, not asking her for any more than she was willing to give. 
Finally, she found her feet and followed him. He led her around the table. The cabana wasn’t large, and between the table and chairs and the sofa—correction—bed that loomed in the corner, they had to stay close and dance in small steps. But still, it was magical. The music and the man who held her, the scent of salt breezing in from the ocean, the flicker of torches dancing along the edges of the sand outside, was all a sensual assault that overwhelmed her.
Part of her wanted to fight it, but another part of her realized that was stupid. Mitch was an attractive man, and she was a grown woman who’d had too little fun in her life. He’d offered her an amazing night. She’d be foolish to turn tail and run. He wasn’t offering her forever, or even a relationship. As long as she kept her wits about her and realized he was trying to seduce the motel out from under her, she could accept the fun and keep the motel.
She knew exactly what Mitch was up to. But she could still enjoy being with him, without giving him everything he wanted.
“Let’s take a walk.”
He held her hand while she slipped off her shoes. He took off his jacket, his shoes and socks, rolled up his sleeves and pants legs, and they stepped out onto the sand. Mitch led her down to the water’s edge where the breeze blew stronger, whipping her hair, salt stinging her skin and the waves teasing her toes. 
She loved it. This was her home, the water as much a part of her as her own skin. The moon cast a silver glow over the dark water, lending its depths a mysterious quality that had always compelled her. 
She stopped and turned to the sea. “I used to stand at the water’s edge at night when I was a kid, and could swear all the mermaids and mermen came out in the dark when we couldn’t see them.”
Mitch slid his hand in hers. “I looked for ghostly pirate ships on foggy nights and imagined stowing away and sailing to the ends of the earth.”
She laughed. “The endless dreams of children. How sad that we have to grow up and face reality.”
He looked down at her. “Do we?”
“I hardly think there are mermaids or pirate ships out there.”
“No, but there are new dreams to believe in. The problem with adults is that so many give up on having dreams.”
She turned and started walking again, but Mitch held on to her hand.
“Some dreams aren’t attainable,” she said.
“You can do anything you set your mind to do.”
“Easy if you already have money.”
“Not everyone starts with money, Greta. You just have to figure out what you want, then determine how you’re going to get it. Then let nothing stand in your way until you do.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
“Having something that really matters to you is never easy. But it’s not impossible.”
“Sometimes it is impossible.”
He stopped, reached for her shoulders, his fingers warm against her wind-chilled skin. “It’s only impossible if you give up your dreams.”
“My dreams died a long time ago.”
He slid his knuckles against her cheek. “They shouldn’t have. You’re way too young to give up on what you really want.”
“I don’t know what I really want anymore. I stopped thinking about myself a long time ago.”
“Maybe it’s time you started again.”
She shook her head. “I don’t need or want anything.”
His slight smile made her belly quiver. “Don’t you? Are you sure there’s nothing you want?”
He wasn’t talking about her motel. She knew it, and he knew it. 
Waves pounded the shore, sending water across her feet. But she stood rooted to the spot, her toes digging into the wet sand as Mitch moved in, erasing any space between them. 
Now her own blood rushing through her veins obliterated the sound of the crashing surf. Mitch leaned in and brushed his lips against hers. She tasted wine, the salty spray of the sea, and she raised up, twining her arms around his neck to press closer, hungry for more. 
Mitch obliged her, sliding his tongue inside her mouth and licking against hers, then pressing his lips more firmly, tightening his hold on her, bringing her closer to him so she could feel every hard inch of his body. He was well toned for a man his age—hell, for a man way younger than him. His body was all hard muscle as she slid her arms across his shoulders and down his arms. He palmed the small of her back and brought her against the rock hard plane of his chest, his abs, the prominent erection she couldn’t—didn’t want to—ignore. 
Her breathing shallowed as his kiss deepened, and she forgot that his hands were on her ass, that they stood at the water’s edge, right there in public. Could someone see them? Did she even care? Her brain was fuzzy—too much wine. She wanted to feel his skin under her fingertips. She had sensory overload and her synapses weren’t firing correctly. She needed to think, and yet this one night she wanted to give up thinking. All she wanted to do was feel, and she was doing a pretty good job of noticing that one of Mitch’s hands had cupped the cheek of her ass, the other gripped her hip and was now traveling over her waist, her ribs, and when he covered her breast she gasped into his mouth. His groan against her lips made her tremble.
She rocked against him, her pussy wet and quivering with awakening. It had been so long. She needed a man—just for tonight. Then she could take off the Cinderella ball gown, toss on her shorts and T-shirt and go back to cleaning the castle once again. But tonight, she really wanted to be the princess and enjoy the prince, knowing that she and Mitch were worlds apart, that in a week or so he’d fly off in a corporate jet somewhere, and she’d have wonderful memories of a night spent in his arms, without commitment, without strings. She demanded nothing, and neither would he.



A bad boy is about to find out just how naughty a good girl can be.
 
Sweet Charity
© 2008 Lauren Dane
 
After eight long years of pretending a horrible one-night stand hadn’t happened and wondering if it had been her fault, Charity Harris has finally coaxed handsome bad boy and lifelong friend, Gabriel Bettencourt, back into her bed. It’s not just good, it’s fanfreakingtastic! Trouble is, he’s persisting with his story about not wanting a relationship and not being good enough for her even as their friendship blooms into something looking a lot like love.
Gabriel has ached to make Charity his for years, and finally having her in his bed, not just enduring but enjoying his darker urges is more than he’d ever imagined it could be. Despite what she says, he knows she deserves candlelight and roses, not candle wax and ropes. He’ll enjoy her while he can and let go when she finds the right man.
Charity knows Gabriel’s game and she’s not having any of it. A man can like it rough in bed and still be good and kind. He’s exactly the kind of man she wants to marry and she will. She loves him and she knows he loves her and she’s not taking no for an answer. 
So when he runs off “to think” just after Christmas, it’s up to her to let him know that good girls can like it dark and rough and bad boys can be good men. 
Warning: Bad boys and their toys and the sweet girls who love them. Naughty sexin’, the appearance of floggers, blindfolds and a crop. The occasional bad word. 
 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Sweet Charity:
“Why don’t you put us all out of misery and fuck the woman?” Rafe asked Gabriel.
“What? Who?” He’d been staring so hard at Charity he’d only halfway heard the question. He turned to Rafe and Brian and exhaled sharply.
Brian laughed. “Charity Harris. You know, the woman you told me two years ago that if I ever touched or tried to get naked you’d kill me and bury my body where no one would find it? The woman you’ve been staring at all night? All that licking business is making me wonder about my chances at being murdered by you. I do so love all that long, curvy stuff she’s got under her clothes. Why you two sniff around each other but never do anything about is beyond me. It’s also a waste of a very hot woman.”
Who wasn’t staring at her in that sweater? Her sable-dark hair loose around her shoulders, lips as red as the sweater. Her tongue, each time she took a shot, and it had been four now, darting out to lick her hand, God, the sight had been enough to make him whimper.
He focused his eyes again to glare at Brian. “She’s a friend. You’re a hound. Of course I warned you off.” Even Gabe didn’t believe himself. He supposed if he hadn’t lost his voice twice in one sentence it might be more convincing.
“Hi.”
He looked up, and up some more past the breasts heaving from the front of the sweater, past the hair and up into those green eyes of hers. Zing. Their connection shot straight to his toes. And um, other parts.
“Hey, Charity, you and Jose Cuervo having a good time?” Keep it light.
She plopped herself in his lap and his arms went around her to keep them both from falling. So much for that. “Gabriel, why don’t you find me fuckable? What? Am I ugly? Fat? Do I smell? Did I make a weird noise before? Why do you run from me?”
“I’m going to check on Belle. You know, to see if she wants a ride home,” Rafe said, shoving at Brian who stared at the mouthwatering tits currently pressed against Gabe’s chest.
Gabriel wanted to throttle his friend for looking at her that way and didn’t truly relax until the other two guys had gone and he and Charity were left alone. Although relaxed wasn’t exactly what he felt just then.
Her lips just touched his ear, her breath against the sensitive skin. “Now that we’re alone, you can tell me. It drives me crazy, you know. Why don’t you want me?” She nuzzled into his neck and he stifled a groan.
“Honey, you’re drunk.” He knew it from the way she spoke. He’d heard her say the “f” word maybe a handful of times in the years he’d known her. She was also clearly out of it not to feel the rock hard cock she’d planted her sweet ass on.
“I am drunk, yes. If I wasn’t, I’d be pretending that night eight years ago never happened. I’d be pretending it doesn’t bother me that you didn’t make me come. That I ran off and then we didn’t talk to each other for nearly a year and now we circle each other and I think you’re interested but other times you couldn’t be less interested. It makes me very frustrated and there’s only so much masturbating I can do and now apparently you’ve been warning men away. Tsk tsk, Gabriel. Brian might be the guy to give me what I need. Why so interested in telling him to back off?”
He tried not to smile. She was drunk and slurring her words slightly but she was on a mission and this was the woman he’d known for nearly thirty years demanding an answer. She was damned cute although squirming a lot, which wasn’t helping his cock or his resolve to keep away from her.
Rafe approached, one of his eyebrows rising as he caught sight of how low Gabriel’s hand rested on Charity’s back, just above the sweet curve of her ass. “I’m going to take Belle home. She’s very fun when she’s been taking tequila shots. Thanks for that, Charity.” He winked and Charity laughed.
“Merry Christmas from me to you.”
Gabriel stood, bringing Charity to her feet but keeping an arm around her waist. “I’m going to take you home. You can’t drive like this.”
“I can take her,” Brian said, wearing a smirk.
“I’ve got it.” Gabriel glared and walked her out.
“I’m fine. I can get a ride with someone else since you hate being with me so much.”
Gabe leaned her against his truck until he got it unlocked and opened. “Get in and stop that now. You know that’s bullshit.”
She snorted but got in, swinging those long legs inside.
He walked around, taking a deep breath of the cold air and praying for strength. He hated that she’d think he felt she was unattractive. Especially when the opposite was true. Eight years ago was not her fault.
“You’re not going to puke in my truck are you?” he asked, starting the truck and putting his seatbelt on.
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not some college dumbass who can’t hold her liquor. I only had four shots and we both know I’m capable of keeping up with you on that score. I wouldn’t drive just now, but I’m not gonna puke.”
“Just checking. Don’t get pissy with me. You’re at that new townhouse complex now right?”
“Yes. I’ll get pissy if I want to. And you haven’t answered my questions.”
“Because they’re stupid questions. We were kids eight years ago and you know damned good and well you’re a beautiful, sexy woman.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and fumed the rest of the way to her house, which was fine with him.
“Take this lane here on the left. I’m the last driveway on the end.”
He pulled up, turning the truck off. He turned to speak but she practically leapt at him, throwing her arms around his neck, pressing her breasts against his chest and her mouth to his.
It was over for his self control as those lips of hers touched his. Within moments he was out of his seatbelt and his hands were in her hair. That soft, beautiful hair he wanted to wrap around his fist.
He let himself kiss her, let himself marvel at her taste when his tongue slipped into her mouth. She moaned, pressing against him more confidently, tossing her leg over his body and straddling his lap.
White bursts of light pinpricked against his closed eyelids as she ground herself over his cock and it was his turn to groan.
Firmly but not as hard as he really wanted, he pulled her hair enough to break the kiss. He’d intended to get out and drag her inside and run the other way but her neck was too tempting. Instead, he angled her the way he wanted. He feasted on her frantic pulsebeat just beneath her ear before cruising down the column of her throat where she was warm and smelled damned good.
The edge of his teeth tested the skin at the hollow of her throat and she moaned, arching into him. Her fingers pulled his hair, keeping him close.
The sound of a car door closing somewhere else on the small lane broke into his brain, and he grabbed her by the waist and set her on the seat again as he tried to catch his breath.
“Christ.”


Torn between the love he has…and the love he’s always wanted.
 
Rough, Raw and Ready
© 2008 Lorelei James
 
Rough Riders Series, Book 5
Chassie West Glanzer hasn’t been a stranger to drama and tragedy. A year of wedded bliss to sexy-as-sin cowboy Trevor Glanzer has brought her the happiness and contentment she never thought she’d find, and mellowed Trevor’s rodeo wanderlust. Then Trevor’s old roping partner ambles up the driveway—and Chassie’s life changes drastically.
Trevor never expected to see Edgard Mancuso again, after it became clear he couldn’t be the man Edgard needed. Now Edgard is back from Brazil to sort out their tangled past, and Trevor is plagued with feelings he thought he’d buried over three years ago. Although Trevor is hat-over-bootheels in love with his sweet, feisty wife, the sense his life is missing a piece has always gnawed at him. 
Chassie’s shock that Edgard and Trevor were once lovers turns to fear of losing her husband. Or worse, fear that Trevor will stay with her only out of a sense of duty. Yet as the three of them spend time together, the sins of the past blur and fade, leaving raw emotion—and unbridled passion. 
Passion that could heal…or cause irreparable damage to their future.
Warning: this book contains unbelievably explicit sex, including multiple cowboy/cowgirl/cowboy ménage scenes, juicy, hot, male on male action, a bucketful of politically incorrect situations and true Western ideology
 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Rough, Raw and Ready:
By the time Trevor finished scrubbing the machine oil from his hands, Chassie and Edgard had returned to the kitchen.
Chassie said, “Who wants coffee?”
“Sounds great, Chass.”
“There’s cookies, unless Trev ate them all. The man has a serious sweet tooth.”
“Then I oughta munch on you, darlin’, since you’re so durn sweet.” Trevor nibbled the side of her jaw and Chassie squealed. He reached above her head for the coffee cups on the pegs.
Trevor turned and saw Edgard staring at them. Not with jealousy, but with longing. Simple affectionate moments had been rare between them and Trevor remembered it was one of the things Edgard had needed that Trevor hadn’t been able to offer him. Why did he feel just as guilty about that shortcoming now as he had back then?
Chassie poured the coffee. Trevor automatically grabbed the milk jug from the fridge and set it next to Edgard. He snagged a spoon from the dish rack, passing it and the sugar canister to Edgard, ignoring Chassie’s questioning stare.
Didn’t mean a damn thing he remembered exactly how Edgard liked his coffee. Not a damn thing.
“So, Edgard, what are you doin’ in our neck of the woods?”
“Reliving some old memories. I drove past my grandparents’ place yesterday. With the shabby way it’s looking I’m wishing I would’ve bought it when I had the chance.” He smiled wryly. “I’m kicking myself for letting another thing slip through my fingers.”
“Grandparents?” Chassie repeated, not noticing Trevor’s rigid posture after Edgard’s comment. “You from around here?”
“Yes. And no.” Edgard relayed the story about his mother. Getting pregnant as a foreign exchange student, giving birth to Edgard before his biological father, a young cowboy, died in an accident. She’d returned home to Brazil and married Edgard’s stepfather.
“Whoa. That’s kind of soap-operaish, isn’t it?”
“Mmm-hmm.” Edgard blew across his coffee. “But it does make me an American citizen so I can come and go as I please in the good ol’ U.S. of A.”
Trevor listened as Chassie asked a million questions about Edgard’s life and Brazil. They finished off the pot of coffee and the time passed pleasantly. He even managed to meet Edgard’s gaze a couple of times.
The phone rang and Chassie excused herself to answer it.
Silence hung between them as heavy as snow clouds in a winter sky.
Eventually, Edgard said, “She doesn’t know anything about me. Not even that we were roping partners. Not that we were…” He looked at Trevor expectantly.
“No.” Trevor quickly glanced at the living room where Chassie was chattering away. “You surprised?”
“Maybe that she isn’t aware of our official association as roping partners. There was no shame in that. We were damn good together, Trev.”
The word shame echoed like a slap. As good as they were together, it’d never been enough, in an official capacity or behind closed doors. “What are you really doin’ here?”
Edgard didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know. Feeling restless. Had the urge to travel.”
“Wyoming ain’t exactly an exotic port of call.”
“You think I don’t realize that? You think I wouldn’t rather be someplace else? But something…” Edgard lowered his voice. “Ah, fuck it.”
“What?”
“Want the truth? Or would you rather I lie?”
“The truth.”
“Truth between us? That’s refreshing.” Edgard’s gaze trapped his. “I’m here because of you.”
Trevor’s heart alternately stopped and soared, even when his answer was an indiscernible growl. “For Christsake, Ed. What the hell am I supposed to say to that? With my wife in the next room?”
“You’re making a big deal out of this. She thinks we’re friends, which ain’t a lie. We were partners before we were…” Edgard gestured distractedly. “If she gets the wrong idea, it won’t be from me.”
“Maybe I’m gettin’ the wrong idea. The last thing you said to me when you fuckin’ left me was that you weren’t ever comin’ back. And you made it goddamn clear you didn’t want to be my friend. So why are you here?”
Pause. He traced the rim of his coffee cup with a shaking fingertip. “I heard about you gettin’ married.”
“That happened over a year ago and you came all the way from Brazil to congratulate me in person? Now?”
“No.” Edgard didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. He raked his fingers through his hair. His voice was barely audible. “Will it piss you off if I admit I was curious about whether you’re really happy, meu amore?”
My love. My ass. Trevor snapped, “Yes.”
“Yes, you’re pissed off? Or yes, you’re happy?”
“Both.”
“Then this is gonna piss you off even more.”
“What?”
“Years and miles haven’t changed anything between us and you goddamn well know it.”
Trevor looked up; Edgard’s golden eyes were laser beams slicing him open. “It don’t matter. If you can’t be my friend while you’re in my house, walk out the fuckin’ door. I will not allow either one of us to hurt my wife. Got it?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. And I’m done talkin’ about this shit so don’t bring it up again. Ever.”
Chassie bounded back into the kitchen. If she sensed the tension she didn’t remark on it. “My coffee break is over. Gotta get back to the grind. What’re you guys gonna do?”
Trevor gathered the cups and dumped them in the sink. “I’ll help you finish up outside.”
“No, that’s okay. You stay and catch up with Edgard.”
“Darlin’, it ain’t every day I offer to let you boss me around,” Trevor pointed out with a teasing smile.
Edgard stood. “If it’s all right, I might stretch out. I’m bushed. Been a long morning and a long walk this afternoon.”
Trevor stared at him. Edgard had walked the twenty-five miles from town? In the cold?
“If you’re hungry later, help yourself to whatever you can find. I already showed you where the towels and stuff are in the bathroom so make yourself at home.”
“Thank you, Chassie, you are very kind.” Edgard headed for the stairs.
When he was gone, Chassie hooked her fingers in Trevor’s belt loop. “Come on, you’re my slave for the next couple hours.”
“Mmm. I like the sound of that.” He lowered his head, teasing her lips before plunging his tongue inside her sweet, warm mouth. Kissing her until her heart raced beneath his palm and her body swayed closer. Trevor pulled back so they were a breath apart. “But I get my shot at bein’ the master to your slave later, right?”
Her soft moan smacked of sexual need and instantly stiffened his cock. “No ropes this time.”
“That ain’t no fun.”
“Neither is disinfecting the birthing equipment in the barn.”
Trevor groaned. “That’s what we’re doin’ today?”
“Yep. Has to be done when it’s not sub-zero outside and you volunteered, bucko.”
“Lead on, master.”
She grinned. After she turned around, Trevor whacked her on the ass hard enough to elicit a yelp and she ran away from him, laughing.
Damn. He loved being married to this woman. He’d be wise to remember that.
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