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Chapter 1

Lacey

If I was a superhero, my superpower would be not fitting in. I’m opposite girl. I’m left handed, way too fat to fit in with my LA co-workers, and then there is the whole orphan, nobody wants me thing. I’m a round peg in a square hole.

But rather than dwell on my own shortcomings I put on a brave face, dye my hair blue and spend my time investigating other people’s lives. Rich and famous people to be exact.

I’m the girl digging through an actor's trash or running down the street throwing questions at models half my size. I like my job, I like what I do. Everybody has their dirty little secrets and I am here to find them out.

That’s how I find myself here in this tiny mountain town at Christmas time.

Oh yeah, there’s another thing. I hate Christmas! While everyone else is off spending time with their family, I volunteered for this assignment.

Starfall Valley. There is absolutely nothing special or remarkable about this town. They might have done themselves up for Christmas with garlands strung between lamp posts, fairy lights everywhere and a big tree in the middle of the town square. But take that away and it looks like any other run down, forgotten, small mountain town. It’s ice cold, there is no Starbucks or Costco or even a Walmart. Certainly no high-end fashion boutiques.

So why are so many billionaires, actors, and the rich and famous making this place their home? There are the Wilde brothers. One is a successful crime writer, another is a real estate developer. My research tells me they grew up here, so that is understandable. But Roman Fitzgerald is uber rich and has no connection to the Wilde family. Benson Blake is the son of one of the most famous rock stars in the world. There are romance writers, YouTubers and other rich and famous, all of them have set up right here on this mountain.  And so I’m on the case and determined to find out why.

Walking down the sidewalk, my collar turned up against the cold wind, I glance into store windows, trying to find the place where everybody hangs out. Somewhere I might overhear some gossip or find a talkative local to help me out. If this was LA it would be the newest bar, but I’d already gotten a cold reception at the one pub in town when I started asking questions. The more closed mouthed the locals are, the more determined I am to find out what this little town is hiding. 


On the corner a hanging sign and a blue painted door to a bookcafe looks promising. I guess books always make a good Christmas present and there is every chance I might stumble across a billionaire casually perusing the shelves. 

The cheery woman behind the counter gives me a bright smile. Her name tag reads Nina and she looks way too happy for a girl serving coffee in a dead-end small town. “Well hello there. Are you in town for Christmas? Visiting family?”

I try not to visibly cringe from the question every orphan hates.

“I’m just visiting.” I take a deep breath in. “Actually, I wonder if my uncle is in town? Roman Fitzgerald?”

The girl’s smile slips a little and a worried frown creases her brow before she tosses her hair. “I’m not sure I know that name.”

It was a lie but then I had just lied outright to her so fair is fair. I get my coffee in a to-go cup and pretend to look at some books while I scan the place.

A box wrapped in Christmas paper in the corner catches my eye. It’s a collection of toys for orphans. A nice thought and I guess teddy bears and books are better than the usual toothbrush and socks. That’s what we got every year in the homes. No personalized gifts for us. Just a random selection of donations. All those years we were told we could ask Santa for what we wanted. But none of us got the loving family we wished for. I feel the usual mix of emotions swell in my chest. Loneliness, anger, rejection.

Chin up, Lacey. I whisper the words in my head. You are not a product of your past. You are strong, independent and here to do a job.

It is at that moment I see a young woman looking in the store window. She looks vaguely familiar and I scan my memory. I’m sure I’ve seen that face in a magazine.

Great Scott, I’ve got it. I race to the door as the girl starts to move on. It was in an article about rock God, Byron Blake’s family. A picture of the son Benson and this girl walking beside him in the streets of New York.

“Jesse.” I call out and she stops on the footpath. I whip out my phone, ready to record, and march towards her. “I’m Lacy Lane from Seen Online. I'm here to find out why this town is so popular with the rich and famous. Are you here with Benson Blake? Is it true he lives here in town? Can you tell me why he chose to live here?”

It’s a technique picked up from approaching actors. You only have seconds to get them between the car and the restaurant door. If you fire off a few questions you can hope they will respond to at least one of them.

Jesse’s eyes go wide with fright, proving I might have chosen the wrong tactic. She turns on her heel and races across the road and into a store.

I follow her in only to smash into a broad chest in a khaki shirt. Big hands on my arms lift me off my feet and back to the pavement.

I look up and catch my breath. I’m looking up into the most handsome face I’ve ever seen.

And I work around movie stars, people featured on the hottest one hundred and sexiest guys in hollywood lists. But they don’t hold a candle to these green eyes framed by thick black lashes. Black hair that is longer than it should be, curling up at the ends. He looks like he could tackle a bear. Or he should be up on a billboard. Somewhere you could just stare at that face.

The words “Hot guy” slip from my lips and I could kick myself as his mouth turns up in a sexy half smile.

Arms folded in front of that massive chest, his voice is stern despite the smile.

“What’s your business here, miss?”

The gold badge glinting on his belt tells me I’m in trouble with the law. Well, it’s not the first time. A celebrity's right to privacy can be kind of a gray area in my line of work.

I hold out my hand and he takes it. The warmth of my hand in his much larger one is having an effect on me more than it should.

“I’m Lacey Lane from Seen Online. I’m in town on assignment and I thought that lady might be able to tell me where I could find Benson Blake. He does live here in town, doesn’t he?”

He tilts his head and takes his time. His answer is slow compared to my rushed words. “Well, Lacey Lane. I’m Officer Tate and we don’t take too kindly to reporters around here.”

In the past I have a tendency to rebel against authority but there is something damn sexy about this guy, his frown makes me feel all giddy inside and the way he holds himself with such confidence sets my pulse racing.

“Well, Officer Tate.“ I repeat his greeting with a cheeky smile. “I’m not here to cause trouble and I’m in town for a while. Might be easiest if you help me out and point out where the rich and famous are hiding so I can do my article and go home.”

“The rich and famous?” He asks with one eyebrow raised.

“Sure. Word is this town is the place to be for billionaires and actors on retreat, sons of famous rock stars? Hunter Wilde? Roman Fitzgerald?”

I analyze his face for a hint of recognition. But his expression is blank. If anything I feel like he is assessing me and wondering the best way to boot me out of his quaint little town.

I glance up at the sign above the door. “Well it’s been nice chatting to you Officer Tate, but if you don’t mind I was just going into this hardware store….for hardware type things.”

I look up at him as he unfolds his arms and there’s that quirk of his mouth into another half smile.

But he’s not letting me pass. Instead, with a gentle hand on my elbow he turns me away and leads me down the street.

“I’m pretty sure the hardware store is closing up for the day. They do that around here, just close up shop for no reason. Can I suggest I show you to the bus station instead?”

“I have a car. But I’m not leaving that easy. How about you show me where Roman Fitzgerald does his grocery shopping?”

He lets out a laugh. Stopping to look down at me. “I can’t kick you out of town. But just know I’ll have my eye on you, Lacey Lane. The moment you step out of line you’ll be on your way back to whatever big city you came from.”

He turns and walks away and I watch him go. He is a sexy figure of a man and that huge belt swung around his hips is a turn on. I never knew I had a thing for cops. Or mountain men. But it turns out the combination sets my body on fire and turns my insides to mush. He would be the perfect guy for someone. In fact, he is probably married. But a nice guy like that wouldn’t be interested in my mess of a life. Nice to know I’m going to see him around though. When he said he’d be watching me, it made me go weak at the knees.


Chapter 2

Tate

“I’m sure I saw her looking in our bins. Jesse’s running around town wearing a hood so she’s not spotted again.”

Benson takes his shot at the pool table with more force than is needed. Everyone I see these days wants to talk about the reporter girl.

“I assure you I’m keeping an eye on her.” I try to reassure Benson. Benson and I have become friends since he came to town but he doesn’t have a huge respect for rules. If the blue-haired reporter was to overstep the mark, especially if it hurt Jesse in any way, I have no doubt Benson would take matters into his own hands. The man can get awfully protective about his woman.

And I’m not lying about keeping an eye on the reporter. And when I’m not watching her, I’m thinking about her. I’ve not felt this mixed up since I came home from the army. When I left, I thought I was meant to be something great. But by the end of my deployment all I wanted to do was come home. I want to be around family and friends. I like walking the street where I grew up and have so many memories. I like things to be familiar, routine, just as they have always been.

At the same time, I can’t help feeling like something is missing. I want a family of my own, a wife, kids, lots of presents around the Christmas tree and a house full of noise. Arguments, laughter and love. Just as it had been when I was a kid.

But it’s pretty slim pickings here in a small town when it comes to finding love. And even if I did meet someone, I’m not sure they would want to be with me. I’ve been through hell. And okay, I’m doing good, but not everybody can understand the baggage you carry with you after serving in the military. Certainly not some big city reporter, no matter how much I might think about her.

It doesn’t matter that when she smiles it makes me want to laugh. It doesn’t matter that my hands itch to feel the shape of her curves. She may be cheeky, may have even flirted a little, but there is something else in the way she holds herself. The girl has a wall up I recognise. She is trouble with a capital T.

The radio on my belt buzzes and I take the call.

“Disturbance over at town hall.”

Jackson, my fellow Deputy Sheriff and cousin, perks up. “I wonder if it’s our new reporter friend? I’ll take it if you like.”

“No.” That came out a little too forcefully. “You’ve had a drink. I’ll go check it out.”

Jackson shrugs and orders another round from his brother who is behind the bar. In a small town like this, everybody is related, or knows someone who is related. It’s how I like it. It’s how I know exactly who is probably causing trouble at town hall and I feel a rush of excitement at the thought of seeing Miss. Lacey lane again.

I park up in my truck and see old Mrs Waite on the street waving at me.

“Sorry to call you out Tate. It’s probably just a racoon or something. I just happened to go into the back office where we keep the records and I heard something outside the window. I thought I’ll give you a call just in case.”

“It’s okay Mrs. Waite. No problem at all. You wait here and I’ll go check it out.”

Walking into the back office I shine my flashlight to the window and I’m greeted by the face of Lacey.

I let out a laugh, I can’t help it. More than half way up the wall is a small window that opens at the top to let air into the room. And wedged in that window is Lacey, half her body inside with her ass and legs hanging out for all the world to see.

“What on earth are you doing?”

“I’m fishing for trout. What do you think I’m doing? I’m stuck!”

.

I walk closer as she tries to wiggle to get free.

“Are you hurt?”

“No. But I can’t move. I thought I could fit and now I can’t seem to get in or out.”
“You scared poor old Mrs. Waite. Why were you trying to get in here?”

I move my torch around over the room full of filing cabinets.

“That’s a reasonable question. But can you help me get out of the window before the interrogation begins?”

You’ve got to admire a girl who can be cute, pissed off, helpless and demanding all at the same time. After a few minutes of pushing and pulling I tell her to sit tight (which gets me a growl from her) and head outside to assess the situation from there.


Chapter 3

Lacey

I’ve done a lot of dumb things during my life.

Trying to cut my own hair as a kid.

Yelling at the House Mistress who holds my fate in her hands.

Walking out on an interview with a famous actor because he called me chubby.

And now, thinking I could fit through this tiny window. But I have to blame this town for making me crazy. This assignment is harder than I thought. Nobody wants to talk to me, it’s like they have all had a big meeting and decided I am the enemy. Everywhere I look there are Christmas decorations bringing up bad memories from the past. And then there is Officer Tate. I see him everywhere, watching me. It makes my heart race and I feel hot all over. He is just so damn sexy. All of this combined has made me desperate to get this assignment over and done with. I know there are big estates on this mountain, if I could just get my hands on the real estate records I could find the people I’m looking for.

Thus. I find myself now stuck in a window with my ass hanging out to the world. I was relieved when Tate showed up. One, because, as much as it hurts to admit, I need help. And two, because there is something in Officer Tate’s smile that tells me I can get away with almost anything. And while this is possibly the most embarrassing situation to be found in, I don’t feel uncomfortable around Tate while he is pushing and pulling at my body. In fact, the whole thing has us both in fits of laughter.

“Push in your stomach.”

The instruction comes from outside while he has his strong hands on my hips. I do as instructed and finally I start to move as he pulls me out of the window and into his arms.

“Just like rescuing a kitten from a tree.” His words are soft and kind as he holds me, still standing on the bench I’d used to reach the window.

“Can you stand?”

I nod and he lets my legs drop slowly to the bench. For one blissful moment my body is pressed full length against his and there is a zing of electricity between us. His arms around me. His gaze on my lips, I swear he might just lean down and kiss me.

But then the moment is gone and he seems to give himself a mental shake. The professional Deputy Sheriff is back in control. He helps me down from the bench without looking at me. But I can feel the heat radiating off his body. His big strong hands on my waist. There is something rock steady about Tate that makes me want to be held by him. To rest my head on his chest and know that everything will be okay. But I’ve made it this far in life without someone to hold onto. I straighten up, though my legs feel stiff, I tell him I am fine.

His hand is warm on my back as we walk around to the front of the building.

“I found our raccoon, Mrs. Waite. Seems Miss. Lane here got herself in a spot of trouble.”

The old lady bobs her head as Tate walks me to his truck and deposits me in the passenger seat. “Stay here. Don’t move. And don’t touch anything.”

I watch as he goes and speaks to Mrs. Waite. Obviously reassuring the woman that he has everything under control. The man oozes calm and confidence. Being a Sheriff suits him. Once again I’m hit by the longing to have someone in my life I could turn to when things get tough. But I pull myself together before Tate settles into the drivers side and starts the engine.

“Am I under arrest?”

“Probably should be but I thought I might take you for a hot chocolate instead. Give Mrs. Waite a chance to lock up. Maybe figure out if I need to put a body on your 24/7.”

Omg, try not to blush at that!

He looks at me and smiles and I feel my stomach do a little flip.

“Want to tell me what was so important in that room that it couldn’t wait till tomorrow?”

There is no point lying to him. If he isn’t going to arrest me for trying to climb through a window then I feel pretty safe telling him what I was after.

“I was looking for real estate records. Wanting to know where the rich and famous live.”

“And then what? You plan on waltzing up to their front door and saying Merry Christmas, would you mind telling me all your dirty secrets for my article? Or are you planning on doing more breaking and entering while you’re in town?”

“It wasn’t really breaking. The window was unlocked.”

“So was the door by the way.” He said it with a soft chuckle and I can see he is re-living the scene of me with my ass stuck out a window.

He pulls up in front of a cafe and comes around to my side to open the door but my feet have touched the ground before he gets there. I note the slight frown but step up onto the sidewalk, the smell of coffee and melted chocolate too good to run away from now that the cold night air is setting in.

We settle into a comfy booth in the pink cafe. As we wait for our drinks Tate explains that the place has a new owner who has plans to make it into a 50s diner style place and that they make the best hot chocolate around.

When they arrive, our drinks are served in oversized glasses with whipped cream and chocolate syrup and an extra side plate of marshmallows. I take a long sip, loving how the warm feeling travels through my body.

“What made you become a reporter?” His voice is deep and sexy.

“I like to find out people’s secrets. There is the face people want you to see and then there are things they don’t want you to see. That’s where I come in.”

“But do you have to be digging up dirt on people at Christmas?”

I shrug and slowly sip on my drink.

He gives me a thoughtful look. I look out the window to avoid his gaze.

“Christmas is for families and bringing people together. Wouldn’t you rather be with your family, than working during the holidays?”

I let out a little sigh. “If you must know, I hate Christmas.”

“How can you hate Christmas?” He looks genuinely shocked. “It’s the happiest time of the year.”

I give another little shrug. “I don’t have any family. So I never really understood the whole Christmas cheer thing.”
I try not to think of all the years I longed for a big family Christmas. For presents under the tree with my name on the tag.

Tate reaches out to lay his hands over mine. I pull back. I’m not one for sympathy. I really shouldn’t have mentioned it but he kept going on about Christmas and families. The look on his face reflects my pain and I have to get out of there. With a rushed thanks for the drink and a garbled explanation about work to do, I flee out of there as though the devil is on my tail.


Chapter 4

Lacey

After a restless night, I felt the need to get out of town. I’ve seen on the map that there are big blocks of land and some beautiful mountain houses dotted about further up the mountain. So I jumped in my car and headed out, not really knowing where I was going, just hoping to come across something useful.

What had started as a light drizzle when I set off had gotten heavier and heavier as I traveled upwards. At some point the paved road had turned to dirt track and it wasn’t long before I found myself hanging on tight as the car slid around a bend and ditched itself on the side of the road. I sit there for a couple of minutes, my heart racing fast.

Definitely time to go back to town.

The road has turned to mud and my tires are spinning uselessly. No phone service. Shit.

I’m racking my brain for what I should do. Do I get out and walk? Do I stay in the car?

I get out and am immediately soaked through. And it’s damn cold too. I’m on a narrow bit of road but there doesn’t seem to be any danger of being pushed off a cliff unless someone comes speeding around the corner.

I wonder if I should shelter under a tree but the rain and the cold convince me to get back in the car. Even with the heater blasting I feel the chill in my bones.

I don’t like being stuck in the car and I don't want to freeze to death up here all alone. Panic is starting to set in.

It’s raining so hard now I can’t see anything outside the windows. I feel like the space in the car is getting smaller. Are cars airtight? It feels like there is less air in here. My heart is racing fast. Too fast.

My breath comes in short gasps.

My head is spinning.

It is at that moment the car door is yanked open and a rush of cold air hits me hard.

“What the hell do you think…oh damn.”

Tate is there and unclicking my seatbelt before pulling me into his arms. The rain hits one side of my face as I tuck in closer against the warmth of his chest. His strong legs carry us to his truck where he practically throws me into the passenger seat. Slamming the door behind me.

A moment later he climbs into the drivers side and I sit there shaking as he covers me in a blanket. One hand on my wrist, another on my shoulder he talks to me slowly.

“You’re okay Lacey. You’re having a panic attack. But I’m here and everything is going to be okay. See those air vents on the dash, can you count the bars for me. That’s it. Just slowly. Just concentrate on the dash till your head stops spinning.”

The warmth inside the truck, the comfort of the big blanket, and Tate’s soothing voice, I am soon feeling normal again.

I feel his fingers gently stroke over my wrist. “That’s much better. Your pulse was going a little wild there. Take some deep breaths. You wait here, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

I am so glad to be rescued and it is damn comfortable in the cab of his truck. But I still feel cold. My clothes are wet and we are a long way from my hotel. Tate is back within minutes as promised and radios to the station about the car.

“I’ve got the reporter. We’ll wait out the storm at my cabin.”

“10-4 Looks like snow so be careful out there.”

I stay quiet as he navigates the road. I still can’t see anything out the window but he seems to know where he is going. It’s about fifteen minutes later that he pulls the truck to a stop.

“Wait there, I’ll come around and get you.”

He jumps out of the truck but since I’ve never liked being told what to do and I don’t go in for the men having to open doors for me I push the door open against the wind and jump down into the mud.

“I told you to wait!” Tate has to yell over the wind.

“I can walk just fine on my own.” I yell back.

Rain and wind make it hard to breathe, let alone speak. My clothes are soaked through once again as I try and look strong and capable in front of Tate. He has his parker pulled up over his head and yanks me to his side to cover me from the rain as he runs towards the cabin. He holds me so tight that my feet barely touch the ground.

“Sorry it’s a bit run down. I’ve got plans to fix this place up but I haven’t been out here in a while.” Tate goes straight to getting a fire started in the fireplace.

I look around the little cabin. It’s the size of a large lounge room with an open door leading to a tiny kitchen and another door that I hope is a bathroom. There is a set of shelves with blankets and a toolbox. Two armchairs and a small single bed. And outside the rain continues to beat down.

“It’s okay, I’ve stayed in worse places.”

“We need to get you out of those wet clothes. You can wrap a blanket around you while your clothes dry.”

“What?” I try to keep from looking embarrassed at the thought of being naked with him. “I’m not getting naked. How do I know I can trust you?”

He looks over at me with that sexy half smile before looking back into the fire. He stands up and walks towards me and I feel the heat in his eyes. Or is the heat running through my veins?

“You could just trust me when I tell you I’m a nice guy. Or you could trust me because I came all the way out here to save your sweet ass. Or you could realize that if you were in any danger it would be right now, standing in front of me in a drenched white shirt that leaves very little to the imagination.”

I gasp and look down to where my shirt is clinging to every curve. My bra is wet too and he is right about what is on display. Looking back at him I grab the blanket he is holding out to me and hold it tight against my chest.

He raises a hand to slowly stroke some of my hair out of my face. “I know you have a hard time trusting people, Lacey. But I won’t hurt you. I wouldn’t dare mess with such a tough, independent woman.”

There is such a kind look in his eyes. It’s not pity. It’s something else.

….Respect?

It makes my heart feel like it’s going to crack. “I guess I wasn’t so tough when you found me in the car.” I look down at his big boots. His finger under my chin raises my face to look at him.

“I know about panic attacks. When I came home from the army I had…. Well, it took time to adjust to things. I don’t think any less of you. You’re still the tough LA reporter in my eyes.”

There was that smile. I nod and feeling emotions welling up inside me, I flee into the bathroom. My heart beating fast. There is something about Tate. When he looks at me I feel like I’m really seen for the first time. He might talk about my tough exterior but I have a feeling he sees right through it to the gooey mess I try to hide from the rest of the world.


Chapter 5

Tate

I am mad to put myself through this. I set about heating up some soup over the fire as my mind whirls. I’ve been trying to deny how attracted I am to the girl. The last thing I need is to fall for a blue-haired, trouble-making reporter from out of town. But seeing her in a wet t-shirt plastered to her breasts is enough to almost push me over the edge. Fuck. What I wouldn’t give to kiss her hard. Put my hands on that fantastic body and have her right up against the wall.

But years of army training tells me to tamp it all down. Lacey is cold and frightened and getting her warm and at ease takes priority. She is like a frightened animal that spooks easily. Didn’t she run out of the cafe last night just because I went to hold her hands.

When I’d heard she had come up the mountain with a storm coming in I’d been angry and worried. But when I opened that car door and saw her wild look of panic, all my anger dissolved. She’s not nearly as tough as she pretends. I’m discovering there are more than two sides to Lacey. There is the girl with the amazing laugh and a cheeky smile. There is the tough exterior. Then there is the hurt little girl she thinks she hides so well. There is something about her pain that I can relate to. And I find the whole package sexy as hell.

I look over as she comes out of the bathroom. Shoulders back, chin held high. Defenses up.

“Since we have some time, why don’t you tell me about some of the rich and famous who live up here on the mountain?”

The tough reporter is back in place. I smile as I stir the soup heating over the fire. Lacey sits herself in the second armchair, careful to arrange the blanket wrapped around her entire body. She is looking very prim and proper, but I am painfully aware she is naked under that blanket.

I let out a little sigh as I pour the soup into two bowls. “We’re going to be stuck here for a bit, can’t we talk about something else?”

She takes her bowl and sits black in the chair. Looking at me under hooded eyelids, she asks. “Is there a Mrs. Officer Tate?”

I glance up at her. The soft orange glow of the fire makes her eyes sparkle.

“No.” I pause, wondering what prompted her to ask. “What about you? We’ve only got a single bed here. Am I going to have to be explaining this to some jealous boyfriend?”

She shrugs and looks into the fire. “I don’t need anybody telling me what to do.”

“I think you do. I think you need someone to keep you out of trouble.”

“I do just fine on my own.”

I raise one eyebrow.

“Well, okay, I might have had a moment of weakness. But trust me, that is rare. I’m usually in control.”

I smile thinking about her stuck in the window. “I think what you mean to say is, thank you Office Tate for saving me. Again.”

She scoffs.

“Listen, you could have been in real danger up here. And you should thank the stars that it was me who found you. There are some bad people up here on the mountain.”

“I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for a long time.”

I can’t help my anger. She is so determined to go through life on her own, she won’t let anybody in. And if anyone needs looking after, it is Lacey. The silly girl is going to get herself in real trouble one day. “Twice now I’ve had to save your sexy ass. It won’t kill you to admit it’s okay to ask for help every now and again.”

She slams her bowl down and stands up to start pacing. “I think we should drop it. Let’s go back to my questions. Do you know Roman Fitzgerald?”

I stand up and slowly approach her. “I don’t give a damn about Roman Fitzgerald right now.”


Lacey

My emotions are all jumbled up. Normally self-assured, this guy, this situation has me spinning. I have to get up and pace. I have to try and regain control. I stop and stare at him as he walks closer to me. His gaze serious. Hot. Hungry. Heat floods through my body. I have to hold myself from taking a step towards him.

This man who has seen me at my worst. Who seems to see the real me. I want him more than anything. I feel connected to him. A physical need urging me to get closer to him. My mind wants to stop and question these desires but my body just needs to be touched.

He stands in front of me now. The air electric between us. I feel him shake as though he is holding himself back. I feel the same. His gaze is on my lips. An unanswered question in the air. And then he reaches out for me and I fall into him. Pulled closer by the heat of his body. His strength. I push my body into his. Needing to be closer. My arms around his neck, hands roaming. Touching.

He holds me tight. Crushing my body against his. His hot mouth on my mine chasing away any complaints. There is a fire burning between us. An electricity that has always been there from our first meeting and now this just feels so right. And so fucking good.

I’m not a one night stand kind of girl. But Officer Tate is too good a treat to deny. Maybe, just this once. Maybe a rare Christmas gift to myself. His mouth on mine I feel like a dam is breaking inside. I grab at him. Claw at him. Needing his touch like I’m falling and he is my life line.

The blanket drops to the ground. He lets out a groan and pulls my thigh up to his hip. I’m on fire for him. His hands on my skin. I surrender to him completely.


Chapter 6

Tate

I’m amazed at how she melts under my kiss when she was arguing just moments before. But all that passion is still there. Just re-directed now. It makes my heart soar. All evening I’ve thought of this. Tried to resist kissing her. If she had rejected me I don’t know what I would do but it doesn’t matter because Lacey is kissing me back with as much hunger as I feel.

When the blanket drops it is almost my undoing. But to feel her soft curves feels so good. My hands roaming over her body. Pressing her closer to me. I’ve wanted this since I first laid eyes on her. My body is on fire for her. I grip her ass and pull her upwards so she can feel my erection. Feel what she does to me. She lets out a moan. Picking her up I carry her to the single bed. Laying her down gently. But this hunger doesn’t leave room for gentle. I lay my body next to hers. Determined to take my time. Loving the soft curve of her breasts. Taking her erect nipple into my mouth and sucking. Blowing hot breath on her soft skin. Nipping the flesh. Loving how she arches her back for more. Later. When there’s more time I could spend hours worshiping her breasts, but right now I have more pressing concerns.

Planting kisses over her stomach I work my way down. She holds her thighs closed. Her hands block my path. Looking up at her I meet her eyes.

“Trust me honey. I want all of you. I want you to open for me and give me everything you have.”

She bites her lip and I just hope my throbbing cock can hold on while I pleasure her. I want this night to be amazing for her. I want to ruin her for all other men. Tonight she is my Christmas gift and I want to unwrap her. I want to see all of her. Explore her whole body and make her mine.

Moving her thighs apart I plant kisses along her inner thigh. Her pussy beckons me. All wet and hot. When I put my mouth to her she bucks her hips but I hold her down. She is so beautiful it makes me ache. I put my hot mouth on her. The very core of her womanhood. Using my tongue, my mouth, my fingers. I explore her most tender spot. Loving her little gasps of pleasure. Her deep moan as I suck hard or push deep. I draw her swollen clit into my mouth as I push my fingers inside her. I love how hot and wet she is for me. She is so ready for my cock but I want to make her come first.

It doesn’t take long. With a gasp and an almighty shudder. She lifts her hips up almost pushing me off the bed but I bury myself deeper into her. I want her to ride out this pleasure.

She still looks dazed as I lower my body on top of hers. I can’t resist whispering in her ear.

“Some things are better with two people, Lacey. Will you let me show you? Will you let me fuck you like you need to be fucked?”

She bites her lip and nods. My cock throbs, growing even larger. Begging me to dive into her depths. To lose myself in her like I’ve never allowed myself before.

But I want to hear it from her first.

“Tell me Lacey. Tell me how you need me. How you need me to fuck you.”

She nods fast. “Fuck me, Officer Tate. Fuck me like my life depends on it.”

That’s all I need. I can’t wait any longer. It was stupid to delay but her words feel so fucking good. I kiss her hard and rub my cock at her opening. Her wet, heat beckons me in but she is so fucking tight. I go slow. Easing into her. Letting her grow accustomed to my size. Stretching her. Filling her. I whisper to her how fucking good she feels. Loving that she takes it all. The full length of my huge, thick cock.

I want to nestle within her but there is an urgency that drives me to pull out and thrust in again. Each time I try to make it last. I want her feeling every inch of me. Loving the entire length of me as I push in balls deep. Fuck I love her moans and gasps. They urge me on. Her legs around me. The feel of her heels against the back of my thighs. We are one. As animals. This is raw. This feels like something more than just fucking and yet there is something so primal about it. My cock deep inside her. Our heavy breathing. Her hot touch on my skin. Her face lit only by the dying glow of the fire. I look into her eyes as I move within her. All I can think is how I need her. How I want this moment to last forever. But my cock has other plans. Thrusting into her fast and faster. Our bodies shaking the bed as I pound into her hard and fast. She clings to me. She bites my shoulder and it drives me wild.

“Tate!” She screams out my name as her climax takes her. I can fucking feel it as she squeezes around my cock holding me tight. She pulls me over the edge and yet I hold on. Drawing back for one last deep thrust into her before I let go. Pouring out my seed deep with her. I hold her tight. Never has anything felt this good. Never has anything rocked me like this experience.

I collapse on top of her for a moment before moving to the side and pulling her tight against my body. Even now I need to be as close as possible to her. I plant little kisses on her shoulder. My woman. Lacey Lane, she doesn’t know it yet but I might never let her go. She may have her defenses up most of the time but I’ve seen inside her soul now. And she has seen inside mine. This is more than one night. She is more than a Christmas gift. She is mine and now I just have to prove it to her.


Chapter 7

Lacey

Waking up to Tate’s smile is enough to make my stomach do little backflips and leave me with a giddy school girl grin. At some point in the middle of the night he had woken me with little kisses and was in an incorrigible teasing mood as he turned me over and over in his large hands. Planting kisses in my soft flesh. Making me squeal with delight and then moan with pleasure. And then we made love once again. It is crazy how quickly my body was ready for more. He took his time. Teasing out every moment. Making me beg for more. For him to go faster and harder but he was determined to play. Playing my body like an instrument. Touching me everywhere, learning all my most sensitive spots. Until finally he fucked me hard, sending me into body shaking orgasm after orgasm.

I might be feeling a bit sore this morning but I am also feeling more relaxed than I have in a long time. We had talked between love making sessions. Held in his arms in the dark cabin, I was able to tell him a little bit about my childhood, moving from home to home. Why I don’t like Christmas as it is always disappointing. He told me about the army and his family and how they all come together for a big feast on Christmas Eve.

He also told me that I don’t need to be alone anymore. That he wants me to stay up here on the mountain so we can get to know each other better. And it is re-thinking over that conversation that has me quiet on the trip back down the mountain.

Do I want to fall so fast for a guy I barely know?

Would this just be another disappointment in my life?

Isn't it better to cut and run with memories of our one glorious night together, rather than risk being hurt later on?

Tate pulls his truck up in front of the hotel, cuts the engine and turns to look at me. It kills me how handsome he is. There is an uncomfortable feeling in my guts that I might be the reason he looks suddenly unsure of himself.

“Can I come in?” He asks.

I shake my head. “I just need to think. And shower. And sleep.” I smile thinking of how we had been up most of the night wrapped in each other's arms. “It’s a lot for me. Last night, the things we did and said. I just need time to process it all.”

He smiles and I feel he understands. I like that he doesn’t push me for more right now.

“It’s Christmas Eve tonight. I’d really like it if you came to dinner?” His deep voice is soothing and sexy.

“It should just be family.” I already feel nervous. I hate Christmas with other people’s families.

“Everyone is welcome. If mom hears there is a young lady in town with nowhere to go for Christmas dinner she’d have a fit. Honestly, we often have guests, it’s not just family.”

I agree he can pick me up later. Last night we opened up to each other and shared everything. I feel I can trust Tate and I want to be with him. But still, all those old feelings, a lifetime of rejection, it’s all there bubbling under the surface.

That evening I wait nervously in front of the hotel, wringing my hands and wondering how I came to be here. Looking down main street there is Christmas everywhere. It has started to snow and the town looks like something out of a Christmas postcard. The big Christmas garlands that line the street have a fine mist of white snow, shop windows are lit by fairy lights and all the doors feature big Christmas wreaths. The tree in the town square is lit with a thousand tiny lights, all reflecting off baubles of different sizes and colors.

And here I am. The orphan who hates Christmas. Waiting to be picked up for a Christmas Eve family dinner of all things. When Tate pulls up in his big truck, he jumps down from the driver seat and puts his big hands on my arms, looking deeply into my face.

And then there is that little, sexy half smile and I feel that things might be okay. “You look ready to run Lacey Lane. But I promise you, this isn’t as scary as you're imagining.”

With a finger under my chin he turns my face up to his and kisses me. Right there in the street with little snowflakes falling all around us. And with his lips on mine, his warmth around me, I can almost believe everything might be alright.

The house is like something out of a movie. Big with beautiful lawns and gardens in the front. The porch is decorated for Christmas with garlands, wreaths and little Christmas elves everywhere. Inside we are hit with the smell of Christmas dinner and Tate’s mom greets us wearing a Christmas apron, a big smile, a warm hug.

“Lacey, it’s so good to meet you. Come in and make yourself at home. Our Tate has told us all about your little adventure.”

I feel my face go red but she is already leading us through to the kitchen.

“Everyone is here. My sister and her whole family. So it’s a full house.”

Tate gives me a little look I don’t quite understand. But he puts a warm hand on my lower back as he leads me through to the family room packed with people. I met Tate’s brother and sister, and then his cousins. It’s when we turn to a well dressed man and a woman around my age that Tate’s hand grips the back of my shirt as he makes the introductions.

“Lacey, this is my cousin Jilly. And… this is Roman Fitzgerald.”

Now I understand. Tate gives me that look again and I suddenly feel like laughing. I put on a big smile and shake the couple’s hands. Sending Tate a cheeky grin, “Roman Fitzgerald. It is very nice to meet you.”

From Tate’s grip on my shirt I know he expects me to whip out my phone and start drilling the poor billionaire with questions. But I am feeling too many other things to worry about my article today. I look around at this room filled with Tate’s family. Filled with love and joy. I have always declined Christmas invitations. I’ve always thought that it would hurt too much. But to be here with Tate, it feels different. There is a twinge of pain. So this is what it is like to be a part of something? But Tate doesn’t take his eyes off me. His protective strength keeps me strong.

Before dinner, Benson Blake also turns up. Tate stands up to embrace him, the two are obviously friends. And this time Tate brings Benson over and introduces me. There is a little awkward moment where I apologize to him and to Jesse, for having chased her down the street.

It was a wonderful meal, Tate’s family are a loud bunch with lots of teasing going on between the brothers and cousins. With all the laughter and merriment it is impossible to feel anything but happy. That is, until it was announced that they will do presents. One gift each, that is the tradition on Christmas Eve.


Chapter 8

Lacey

With Tate momentarily distracted, I take a moment to go outside and get some fresh air. It is cold and the snow has continued to fall leaving a beautiful white blanket over the town. Everything has been so perfect. I don’t want to ruin anything by getting upset over gift giving. But this is the hardest part. As a child it was difficult to see children getting piles and piles of presents under their trees. Everything they had asked for.

I take a deep breath in and inhale slowly watching it form an icy cloud.

“Everything okay?”

I turn around at the sound of that deep voice. Surprised to see Benson Blake joining me.

We stand there in silence for a little bit and then I ask, “Is it hard to adjust to life here? It’s so remote, so removed from LA or New York.”

“Is this you asking or is it for the article?”

I let out a little laugh. “I’m not sure if I’ll still write the article. I just want to know. What is it about this town that makes it so special?”

Benson takes a moment to lean his butt against the porch railing, so he is now facing me.

“You know, it’s not about the town. It’s about the people. If you find your people, well, that’s when it feels like home. When I came here I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. It wasn’t until I found Jesse that I knew. I knew I was exactly where I was meant to be. That’s when I really started living. And I have no regrets.”

I nod. I understand that. I feel like something has changed. Like life before coming here was just going through the motions. But after years of putting up barriers, am I ready to let them all fall down just because of one man?

“So this is where the interviews are being conducted?”

I turn to see Tate and in that moment I know in my heart that he is everything I ever dreamt of.

“No interviews here, just getting some air.” Benson gives Tate a friendly pat on the shoulder as he goes back inside. Tate walks slowly towards me, his intense gaze looking for something in my expression.

“Are you okay, Lacey?”

I nod. Wanting to say more, but there is too much emotion welling up inside of me.

“I got you a present.”

I watch as he reaches into his pocket. I prepare myself. This is the part of Christmas I hate. Having to pretend to be grateful for some generic present. There is no way that Tate could get me anything more, we have only known each other a week. Only just returned from the log cabin this morning.

As he pulls out a small present wrapped in tissue paper I take it from him. But before I can unwrap it he takes my hands in his.

“When you told me about growing up in the homes, about only having broken toys, that jigsaw puzzles were never complete, it breaks my heart. But I admire you so much more knowing what you have been through. I understand that it is hard for you to open your heart. Hard for you to believe that you deserve to be loved and have a good home. But Lacey, trust me when I tell you that I think I have fallen in love with you. I love your smile and your spirit and your trouble making ways.”

“Oh Tate.” I throw my arms around him and he holds me tight.

“Okay, now open your present.”

I quickly unwrap the tissue paper to find a set of keys. Three keys with a wood carved jigsaw piece as the keyring. As I turn it over, tears spring to my eyes as I see my name engraved into the wood.

“I made it today.” Tate whispers. “It’s so that you know that you are not a lost puzzle piece. That you fit into something bigger.”

He pulls out his keys where the puzzle piece fits perfectly to his square keyring.

And then pointing to the keys, he says. “This is the key to my place because I want you to stay with me. This is the key to my mom’s guest house because I know you might want your own space for a little while. And this is the key to the log cabin, because I want us to do it up together, Lacey. To make it a home perfect for both of us.”

Now the tears are free falling down my cheeks as I look up into Tate’s face and know that I have found what I have been missing all these years. Tate really knows me. Understands me. Accepts me.

I hug him tight. He kisses me hard. And then kissing my throat he asks, his hot breath tickling my ear. “Will you stay with me, Lacey?”

I nod and squeal with delight as he hugs me tightly to him. And then when he scoops me up and carries me off the porch with a wicked gleam in his eye, I let out a gasp.

“I might not know much about family Christmas, but we can’t sneak off in the middle of it all.”

“Oh yes we damn well can.”

His kisses convince me we can get away with anything and I hold on tight as he carries me away.


Epilogue

Tate

It’s almost midnight and it has been another wonderful Christmas Eve. Now that we all have our own families there are so many kids running about, so much food and love and laughter. My lot are exhausted and I glance at them in the rear vision mirror as I pull into the drive.  Twelve year old Andrew is still awake but everybody else is asleep. I smile across at Lacey in the passenger seat. We both know it’s going to be a mission to get them all inside.

As I cut off the engine Andrew shakes his sister awake. Kyra is ten going on sixteen but tonight she is bleary eyed and just wants to go to bed.

I scoop up the other two smaller kids while Lacey gathers up baby Emily. Five kids and I couldn’t be happier. There is always something. Andrew struggles in school. Kyra is too smart for her own good. Little Davy has asthma and there are always things that need fixing or talking about. But there is so much love. And we go out of our way at Christmas time. It’s the anniversary of meeting Lacey.

The four kids came to us two years later. Siblings who would have been lost in the system but have given us everything we ever dreamt of. And of course, because I can’t keep my hands off my wife we eventually had little baby Emily, who at 3 months old is having her very first Christmas.

When the other kids are tucked in I go in to say goodnight to Andrew.

“Looking forward to tomorrow, kido?”

He nods and gives me a sleepy smile. “I like Christmas. I’m glad we came to live here…dad.”

He adds the dad on the end tentatively and it fills up my heart to bursting. It’s the kids second Christmas with us and Andrew has only just started referring to me as dad. I love him like my own and want him to feel that we are a family now.

“You know I would do anything for you and your brother and sisters?”

“Yeah I know. Merry Christmas dad.”

I give his hair a ruffle as he tucks himself down into the covers. He is growing up so fast but there is still a lost little kid in there. But already he has come out of his shell and grown so much over the past year.

Feeling chuffed up with love and pride I make my way down stairs. Stopping, I take a moment to gaze at Lacey who is humming happily to herself as she wraps the last of the presents. Under the tree is filled with gifts for the kids. All things they had specifically wanted and then a few other things we thought they might like. For Lacey I had gotten her an online course to help with her blog that she writes. It’s all about moving on from the past and being happy and she interviews experts and writes from her own experience. But the best gift for me is just seeing her so happy.

Our lives are very full and very busy but we are both happier than we could have ever dreamt. And even though it’s a full house, we always make time for each other. We have a tradition of our own now that we always get away to the cabin for a night somewhere in the weeks leading up to Christmas. Our special anniversary.

With that thought in mind I make my way down the rest of the stairs and give my wife a wicked grin. It doesn’t take much to turn her on and she bats her eyelashes at me and bites her lip.

“Oh, Officer Tate, I’ve made such a mess here. I sure hope I don’t get in trouble with the law.”

Her words hit me right in the cock. It’s not the first time we’ve played what she likes to call Good Cop, Bad Cop. I’m more than happy to play along. But tonight I’m full of Christmas cheer.

“Little Miss. Trouble at it again. I suggest you come over here and sit on my lap and tell Santa what you want for Christmas.”

With a giggle she comes and joins me on the armchair, her legs straddling mine.

But then there is a tender look in her eyes as she reaches out and touches my face.

“You know that you have given me everything I could possibly want and so much more.”

“I know.” I grab her hand and put her fingertips to my lips. Sucking each finger slowly into my mouth as her eyes get wider.

“Pants off, young lady. Santa’s going to give you one hell of a ride!”

* * * * *

Thanks so much for reading. If you want access to an extra spicy scene with Tate and Lacey, please sign up to my newsletter. You get bonus scenes, story updates, book deals and more.

Sign up from my website - www.AbbyJensen.online

Or, join the fun and stories of the people of Starfall Valley here - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CTHQTJK2

Wishing you all a very merry Christmas! Please check out the other books in the Log Cabin Christmas series for more sexy Mountain Men adventures. 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DK19PJ1B

Love from Abby
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