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Introduction

​


By Lori Perkins

 


It should be no surprise to anyone that I LOVE
holiday smut. For me it is one of the greatest pleasures of the
season. And I am not ecumenical in this regard – I have a fondness
for Hanukkah Erotica (Riverdale Avenue Books will be publishing
just such I-hope-to-be-classic collection next year), as well as
sexy Christmas stories and naughty New Year’s tales (and if you’ve
got Kwanza erotica, I think you know who to call!). In truth, I
love holiday smut even more than romantic Valentine’s Day
Tales.

There’s just something about the season that turns me
on, and makes me think wicked good thoughts. I don’t know – maybe
it’s the metaphoric possibilities – Santa’s lap, stockings filled
with goodies, naughty or nice? Christmas just makes me feel giddy
and nasty in a wholesomely bad way.

I know I am not alone. Sales of sexy Xmas tales can
be found bursting from the virtual pages of ebooks all month.
Someone besides me must be reading them.

Personally, I like to think of my Xmas smut as my
reward for being the matriarchal Martha Stewart - finding perfect
presents for all those on my list, decorating, cooking the perfect
dinner when I have to shop and cook and serve and clean, and
pretending that an appliance or another mug is just what I wanted
under my tree.

So, curl up with this year’s first annual Riverdale
Avenue Books collection of sexy stories of the season. You deserve
it!

 


Happy Holidays!

Lori Perkins

 



 


 


Hot for Winter

​ A
Christmas Ménage

By Trinity Blacio

 



 


 


One Week before Christmas

 


Jack glanced up and frowned at his mother. “I’m fine.
I don’t need to take any time off.”

He typed the latest snowfall amounts into the
computer, trying to block out everything around him.

“Have you seen what you’ve done to Montana? The
humans can’t even move around. It’s so nasty there they’ve declared
a state of emergency. They are even thinking about canceling
Christmas! Not to mention that last week there was snow in
Miami.”

His mother leaned over and tapped on his monitor.

“Your father has agreed to take over for the next two
weeks.” She blocked the computer screen with a hotel reservation
printout, a plastic keycard in her other hand. “This is where you
are registered and this is the key to your cabin. You are not to
come back here or contact us for two weeks. This is for your own
good.”

Moon Goddess Selene’s eyes glowed white. She’d brook
no argument when she was in one of her moods.

“Now off you go.” She moved around his desk to kiss
his check. “Make sure you don’t mess this up, please. I want
grandchildren.”

Blackness surrounded him, but not before the last
sentence soaked into his foggy brain. However, it was too late to
question her; Jack was no longer home.

 



Chapter One

 


Gwen Butter stared out at the snow-covered road and
sighed. She had two days to come up with three thousand dollars, or
she would lose her Christmas store, Jingle Bells. With the worst
winter storm in a decade in progress outside, she doubted anyone
would venture out to shop anytime soon.

“I wish Old Man Winter would take a damn holiday.
Nancy, you and Mark better head home. We don’t need you two stuck
here over night.” The bells Gwen wore in her ears jingled as she
turned around to face her two employees. “I have a feeling this
storm isn’t going to let up.”

Mark frowned and walked to the front door of the
store.

“I supposed you’re going to keep the store open?” He
shook his head. “Sis, you can’t keep this up. Come home with us.
We’ll loan you the money, and you can pay us back after Christmas.
There’s just no sense in you staying here by yourself.”

His wife, Nancy, hugged him, and then turned her
smile on Gwen.

“He’s right, Gwen, you can’t expect miracles the
first year. Plus, what is family for? How many times have you
helped us out while Mark was in school? Let us help you.”

Gwen glanced around the small shop. Every one of the
items in the store was handmade by either herself or other artists.
She loved to paint, and since there were no stores here in Arlee,
Montana to support the local artists, she’d used the last of her
inheritance and opened one herself. Christmas was her favorite
holiday, and Arlee was well-known throughout the world for its
small spruce Christmas trees. Many people traveled from all over
just to purchase one.

“Go on. I’ll close up here, and then head upstairs
after I check my paintings in the basement.” Gwen turned and headed
toward the back of the shop where she had set up her studio.
Recently, she’d seen signs some creature had made his home there,
as well. She wanted to make sure whatever was living down there
didn’t ruin any of her portraits. So far, as near as she could
tell, the thing stayed in the storage room.

“Mark, lock the door when you two leave. I doubt
we’ll get any customers, anyway.”

“You better watch it, sis. You never know; this
animal might be waiting for a chance to eat you. You’re tiny enough
to make a midnight snack for a gerbil.” Mark teased.

Gwen smiled as she headed downstairs, but when she
reached the bottom, she froze.

“Shit, shit, shit!” She fell on her ass and scraped
her back on the stairs, then turned quickly and clambered up the
way she’d come.

Her eyes stung, her back burned, and her stomach
tumbled and tossed at the smell that covered her. Thankfully, only
her lower body had taken the hit.

Mark and Nancy had come to the top of the stairs, but
as Gwen approached, they scrambled back. “Damn, Gwen, don’t go in
the store; we’ll never get the smell out.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Call your friend, Sam,
and get him over here now. I want that thing gone…” She turned to
look down the stairs and then plopped down on a nearby chair.

“My painting…” She covered her face with her hands
and shook her head. “I won’t be able to sell it.”

Tears filled her eyes.

“Sam is on the way. Why are you sitting there? You
need to go home and clean up.” Mark squeezed her shoulder. “The
skunk will be gone tomorrow, and then we’ll fumigate the place or
something.”

On shaky legs, Gwen stood and moved to the back of
the store, where she grabbed her purse and coat. “I’ll come down
tonight and open the windows for a couple hours. I’ll need to see
if my painting is ruined.”

She opened the back door, and the cold wind blasted
her, but she ducked her head and continued to the stairs that led
up to her small apartment. At least the wind blocked the smell,
even if only for a minute. She tightened her grip on the rails as
she moved up the icy stairs.

“It wasn’t enough you brought on winter so fast that
animals ran for cover, but now you make it impossible for anyone to
move around.” Gwen gritted her teeth as she reached for her door,
knowing the knob would be icy cold. She took one step onto the icy
landing, and her legs slid to the left, while her upper body stayed
upright. Her grip on the doorknob kept her from falling down the
flight of stairs, but the muscles and tendons in her wrist twisted
and burned as she held on. Her butt hit the landing, and her breath
whooshed out of her. Sharp pain raced up her arm.

“Arg!” Tears slipped down her face.

Gwen lost it; everything came to a boiling point
inside her, and her body started to shake as she broke down and
sobbed. She was thirty three years old, alone, and had the worst
luck possible.

The pounding of footsteps brought her head up, and
she focused on the mammoth man who seemed to have appeared before
her. His black, shoulder-length hair shone in the moonlight. Gwen
couldn’t tell if his eyes were blue or gray, but one thing was
certain; he was stunning. A romance cover model for sure.

“Are you okay?” He squatted down. His nose twitched,
but he didn’t say anything as he nodded to her arm that she held.
“Is it broken?”

His eyes were a smokey gray.

Her face blushed, and she shook her head. “I think I
just twisted it.”

This man had the most beautiful eyes she had ever
seen. His black hair blew in his face, as a gust of wind sent a
shiver down her spine.

“Here, let me help you up.”

He reached for her, but she scooted backward and
shook her head. She might be attracted to the man, but she didn’t
need anyone’s help. Plus, with her luck, he’d fall on the ice, too,
and then he’d sue her.

“No, really, you don’t have to do that. I don’t want
you to get any of this stink on you. I’ll be okay. Plus, I don’t
need you to fall, too.” She tried to stand, but her feet once more
slipped, and she ended on her ass again. “I think I’ll just sit
here for a little while. Maybe the ice will melt under me and I’ll
be able to stand then.”

Gwen grumbled and patted the ice patch under her with
her good hand.

 


*****

 


Jack stared at the small, stinky beauty before him.
He’d been on the sidewalk below, when her cry of pain had drawn his
attention, and he’d reacted without thinking. One minute he was
downstairs, and the next, he’d found himself kneeling before her.
Even her smell would not deter him. She was hurt and cold. Her deep
red hair hung down to her shoulders, where it curled up around her
oval face. When she glanced up at him, her luminous green eyes were
puffy from crying, but nothing prepared him for the instant bond.
It was as if an electrical shot had gone right through him, and
from what he could see, she had felt it too.

A single tear slid down her cheek, and he could have
sworn his cold heart twisted into a knot. She was his other half.
“Thank you, Mother,” he whispered, and knew she had heard
him when the moon peaked through the clouds above them.

The woman beside him was tired, and her spirit was
broken, but he would lift her—in more than one way. Her feeble
excuses were not going to deter him.

In one swoop, he scooped her small body into his
arms, ignoring her sputtering protests.

“Where?” he asked simply, and she nodded toward the
door. Her body fit perfect in his arms, and he couldn’t help but
notice as her shirt gaped open, showing a peek at one of her
creamy, white breasts.

Using his powers, he opened the door without touching
it, and then he moved inside the small dwelling. The apartment was
tastefully done in Earth tones, but the painting above the sofa
drew his attention right off the bat. He made his way to the
picture, drawn to the colors and beauty of it.

“This is absolutely gorgeous. Who painted this?” He
glanced down at the woman in his arms.

Even though she held her arm in pain, she wore a
small grin on her face and had a twinkle in her eye.

“I did, last year. You really should put me down. I
don’t even know your name.”

“Jack Winter, and you have amazing talent. Your
painting is a duality, but the abstract is an entirely aesthetic
thing. It remains on one level yet has beautiful shapes and
patterns.” He slowly lowered her feet to the ground and once more
glanced down at her arm. “That isn’t your painting hand, is
it?”

He reached for her hand, but she stepped back.

“Yes, but I’m sure it’s just a sprain. I want to
thank you, Jack, for everything you have done, but I really need to
change out of these stinky clothes, and you should go and change,
also. That smell can make you sick if you inhale it too long…” Her
cheeks turned a dull pink, as if she’d just realized what she had
said.

“Relax, I know what you meant.” He smiled. “Tell you
what, I’ll go back to my cabin and change, but why don’t you meet
me at the corner diner down the street. I’ll buy you supper, and
you can tell me all about this piece of art.”

Jack nodded toward the painting.

Tonight, he would know all her secrets, fears, and
desires. His Kindred Spirit would not escape him. Cupid sure didn’t
need to hit him with an arrow. Jack had been hard from the moment
he laid eyes on her. Her body—round, not skinny like so many human
women—would attract any man. Jack frowned. “You are not involved
with anyone, are you?”

She smiled and shook her head. In the light of her
apartment, he could now see the blond highlights in her red hair.
Her large, round eyes reminded him of the elk up on his property in
Scotland, they were so big.

“I guess I could meet you there.” She looked down at
her arm. “My name is Gwen Butter. I want to thank you for coming to
my rescue. I’m sorry you had to witness such a sad sight.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper as she headed to the
door and opened it. “I’ll need to put some salt on the steps before
tonight, or I’ll never be able to get back down or up them
again.”

A guest of wind blew inside, and Gwen shivered.

“I sure wish this would let up a little. I think Old
Man Winter has taken a vacation and left some dope at the helm.”
She grinned at him, and he cringed at the “old” part of her
statement.

Tonight, the cold would be no problem. The ice king
was suddenly very hot, and he was determined to warm up his woman.
Carefully, he took her now-swollen arm in his hands. “Do you need a
doctor? No artist as fine as you should have an injury to such
precious limbs.”

He gently turned over her hand and kissed her
palm.

Jack’s abilities weren’t as strong or refined as his
mother and father’s, but he did have the power to mend her. His
palms warmed her, and his kiss sent a pulse into her hand and up
her arm, healing her.

“Never assume anything when it comes to Old Man
Winter. I’ll see you soon. And don’t worry about the stairs; they
are cleared now.” He whispered into her ear as he leaned over her
and kissed the side of her face.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Gwen stood there in shock as the handsome stranger
seemed to glide out the door and disappear. Not only was her arm
free of pain, but the swelling was gone. She glanced down at the
front porch, expecting to see an ice patch, only to find the wooden
platform bare. No ice. “How the—?”

A cold wind touched her, like a hand reaching out to
gently brush her face, and she shivered. Gwen slammed the door and
leaned against it.

“It couldn’t be . . . .” Once more, she shivered and
hugged herself. Sure, she knew there were other beings and such out
there. Hell, her sister-in-law was a were-panther, so she wasn’t
totally in the dark, but could he really be . . . ?

“His name is Jack…Well, crap—now I have to go
to dinner with him, but only to find out if I’m right.” She
ran to the bathroom, stripped out of her clothes, and threw them
into the washer, and then climbed into the shower.

The warm water heated her body as she soaped up. She
grabbed her most perfumed soap—the lavender one—and bent to scrub
her legs and feet. She still couldn’t believe the way her day had
turned out. First, the winter storm, then the skunk, then the icy
stairs, and now, a mystery man who’d come to her rescue. Tonight,
Gwen would thank the moon goddess. After all, her day could
have been much worse. She usually wore a dress, but for some
reason, today she had worn pants, which had taken most of the
skunk’s spray.

“Hello, anyone home?” Someone yelled from her living
room.

Startled, Gwen nearly lost her footing on the
slippery shower stall floor.

She quickly turned off the shower, climbed out of the
tub, and made sure her bathroom door was locked.

“Damn!” she grumbled as she realized she had
forgotten to lock her front door. Water ran down her back as she
grabbed a towel from the rack. As she dried off, she heard the
shuffling of feet, and under the bathroom door, she could see the
shadow of someone’s shoes.

Someone rattled the door knob, slowly tried to turn
it, but when it didn’t turn all the way, she heard the door creak,
as if someone were pushing against it.

“I know you’re in there, Gwen. You really should keep
your doors locked. I saw that stranger coming out of your
apartment,” Sam whispered through the door. “There I was,
downstairs trapping that skunk for you, and you were up here
entertaining? You do know I could show you a real good time, don’t
you?”

The door knob started to shake.

“Come on, Gwen. Open the door. Let’s have some
fun.”

“What the hell are you doing, Sam? You’re scaring the
crap out of me. Now get the hell out of here, and I won’t tell
anyone about any of this.” Gwen quickly grabbed her robe off the
back of the door and put it on. Now would be a perfect time for her
brother to do one of his check-ups on her, but she knew luck would
not be on her side tonight.

“Gwen, quit playing around and open up. Your brother
told me how you wanted me to get over here as quick as possible. We
both know you have a thing for me, so let’s put out the flames
tonight, baby.”

He growled and slammed into the door again, causing
the entire frame to rattle, and she jumped.

“I wish I had my cell. Oh, no . . . ! My cell!” She
raced to the washer, which she’d started prior to getting into the
shower. The little arrow on the dial pointed to the spin cycle,
Gwen moaned as she opened the washer and fished out her soaking wet
cell phone. She flipped it open, but as she feared, the screen
stayed dark and the phone wouldn’t boot up.

“Damn it, can’t anything go right tonight?” She slid
down to the floor just as Sam banged on her door again.

The thin wood wouldn’t take much more abuse before it
gave way. She had to do something. Moonlight shone through her
small bathroom window. Gwen eyed it speculatively, then got to her
feet and went to lift the sash. The window was narrow, but she
could probably fit through if she wiggled around. She opened the
window and cringed. There was nothing out there to stand on except
an icy ledge, and all her clothes were wet, unless . . . .

Gwen ran to the dryer and opened it, but found it
empty. Nancy must have taken the last load out for her and put them
away.

Wood splintered behind her, and Gwen dashed toward
the window. Not giving it a second thought, she jumped up and
wiggled herself over the sill and out. Once on the other side, she
held onto the ledge, wincing at the bitter cold on her bare feet.
If she could get to the landing, which was about two feet away, she
could run downstairs and lock herself inside the store. Her brother
was going to hear an earful for not checking this psycho’s
background. She didn’t know if Sam was stoned or if he’d just gone
nuts, but she did know he scared the crap out of her.

“Gwen, where are you?”

She heard the bathroom door give way, and slowly, she
inched her way toward the stairs, hoping to make it down without
him seeing her. Grasping at the cement blocks, the front of her
body pressed against the cold bricks, and her feet officially numb,
she crept along the ledge.

Sam popped his head out the bathroom window.

“Why couldn’t that gorgeous man come to my rescue
now?” Gwen cried to the bright moon, frightened out of her
wits.

“What are you doing, sweetie? You’re going to hurt
yourself. Now get back here before you fall.”

He tried to reach for her, and she jerked back
without thinking. Her feet slid out from under her, and she tumbled
off the ledge.

“Mother goddess, please help me!” She prayed as she
fell. Her life flashed before her eyes. She still had so much to
do, but it looked as if her life was over.

 


*****

 


Not caring if any human witnessed his actions, Jack
zipped toward Gwen and caught her in mid-air, saving her from
hitting the pavement below. He held her tight against his
now-shaking body. Twice he had come to her rescue, and he didn’t
think his cold heart could take any more without shattering into a
billion, icy little pieces.

“What were you doing, Gwen? Was my visit all that
scary? Because I really didn’t mean to frighten you into taking
your own life.”

Gwen slapped his chest and pointed over his shoulder,
before she grabbed onto his shirt and held tight.

He turned to see a man glaring at them from an open,
second-story window, before the guy pulled back inside and
disappeared somewhere in her home.

“Gwen, sweetie, can you tell me who that man is? Is
he someone important to you? Did he hurt you?” The thought of
someone trying to hurt her brought on an icy wind, which whipped
through the street below.

Her teeth chattered.

“I’m c-c-cold. Can you p-p-please stop the wind? He
broke into m-m-my home. Sam’s supposed to be g-g-getting the skunk
out of the store, but…” She buried her face once more against his
chest. “He thinks…I want him, but I don’t even like him or know
him.”

Jack made a snap decision. He had to park Gwen
someplace safe and warm for a little bit. He closed his eyes,
imagined the perfect spot, and in a matter of minutes, he had her
at his cabin, sitting before a fire.

“I want you to stay here and get warm. I’ll be right
back. There is hot tea, coffee, and chocolate on the stand over
there.”

He leaned down and softly kissed her cold lips.

He started to tuck the large blanket around her legs,
when he noticed the beginnings of frost bite on her feet.

“You hurt yourself again, sweetie.” Jack took her
right foot in his hands and ran his palm over it, healing the icy
flesh as he went. Her feet were small, dainty, and perfect. He
kissed each toe before he placed her foot down, collected the other
one, and repeated the process.

He finished, and Gwen moaned, almost as if she
regretted he’d stopped touching her.

“We’ll talk when I get back, but you stay bundled
up.”

Jack turned, and with a wave of his arms, he vanished
from the room. He smiled when he heard her gasp of surprise. If she
hadn’t guessed he wasn’t human already, she’d know now. But that
was okay. Tonight, he’d discover everything about his Kindred
Spirit, and at the same time, he’d keep her safe. But first, he had
business to take care of.

The icy wind blew behind him, and his mood was
dangerous as his form took shape in the alley outside her
apartment. Never had he experienced such rage as he did now. The
thought of someone touching what belonged to him and only him…

Calm, my son. Remember, you are dealing with humans.
You saved your Kindred Spirit, which is all that matters. Let the
human authorities deal with this man.

Jack turned the corner of the building that was her
home, and found the human police already there, the glow from their
flashlights glimmering in the night as they searched the grounds.
You should have let me handle the man; it was my right.

He made his way to one of the officers, who stood
talking to a tall man who resembled Jack’s Gwen.

“Excuse me; I think I can be of some help.” Jack
nodded to the gentlemen across from him. “If you are searching for
Gwen Butter, there is no need. Right now, she is sitting in my
cabin before a roaring fire. She came to me, fearing for her life
and afraid that he would follow her.”

He nodded toward the man sitting in the police car.
Jack sent the man a brief, icy wind, and smiled when he noticed the
man shiver in response.

“How do you know my sister? Is she alright?” the
other gentleman asked, drawing Jack’s attention.

“Your sister is fine. A little cold, tired, and
scared, but she’s safe. My name is Jack Winter. Your sister and I
met earlier. Where did you find him?” Jack turned the conversation
back around to the man in the cop car. “I came back here as soon as
I got your sister comfortable and warm.”

A tall blond woman came up next to Gwen’s brother and
hugged him.

“My name is Mark Butter, and this is my wife Nancy,”
he said. “I found that guy—Sam—in Gwen’s place.” Mark ran his hand
through his hair. “I stepped into her apartment to see him slicing
up her living room furniture with a knife. I had no clue he was so
deranged, or I wouldn’t have suggested him to help my sister.”

Jack simply nodded. No doubt, the man didn’t mean to
get his sister into any kind of trouble.

Mark held out his hand, and the two of them
shook.

“Thank you for taking care of Gwen.”

Nancy reached up, pulled Mark’s head down, kissed his
check, and then whispered something in his ear.

“He’s not human, honey. I don’t know what he is, but
he’s not human.”

Slowly, she turned to glance at Jack, and he smiled.
With his excellent hearing, he heard every word she said. So,
I’m not the only different one around here.

“No, I’m not. Human, that is.” Jack glanced up at
Gwen’s apartment. “I was going to grab some clothes for your
sister. When she arrived at my cabin, she wore only a robe. Do you
think you could pack her a little overnight bag for me, Nancy?”

Mark frowned.

“What makes you think she’s going to stay with you?
You’ve only met her today. She should come home with us. For that
matter, how do we know you weren’t working with that guy?” He
nodded toward the cop car.

Jack took a step in Mark’s direction. He had no
intentions of harming the man, but the sheriff must have thought
differently, because he moved to stand between Jack and Gwen’s
brother.

“Let’s all calm down, shall we? I’m afraid he does
have a point, Mr. Winter. We know nothing about you. Exactly which
cabin are you staying at?”

“Excuse me, but Jack was telling the truth,” Gwen
said from behind him.

He slowly turned to see her standing there with one
of his dress shirts and his jacket on. He ran his gaze from her
head to her toes, and then gave her an inquiring look.

“Sorry,” she said, her cheeks turning a pretty shade
of pink, “I kind of borrowed these.”

He nodded and stepped to the side as she moved to
stand next to him. He had to hold her, had to put his hands on her,
so he wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed the side of her
neck.

“You look hot in my shirt—keep it—but you were
supposed to be sitting by the fire getting warm.” He noticed a pair
of his tennis shoes on her small feet.

Gwen snorted. “I knew there would be trouble here. If
I hadn’t come along, they would have you in the back of that car by
now, with Sam.”

He smiled. “I’d love to be put in the same car as
that man.”

Jack stared down at her, and she shook her head.

“No, I don’t want anyone hurt.” She glanced at her
brother. “And you need to stop blaming yourself. I’m fine, as you
can see. Jack here has saved me twice tonight.”

Before anyone could respond, she looked over her
shoulder and shivered. “I need to go upstairs and get some
clothes.”

Nancy stepped up then, and took Gwen’s hands.

“Why don’t we both go up and get some things for you.
You can stay with us tonight. I don’t think you should be by
yourself.” Nancy spoke to Gwen, but she lifted her head and stared
at Jack, as if to challenge him.

Jack smiled. “I’d like her to stay with me tonight,
so we can talk, but it’s up to Gwen. I’d never force her to do
anything she didn’t want.”

“I really think it best I stayed with my brother.”
She looked up at him and smiled. “But that does not mean you can’t
come with us so we can talk.”

“You haven’t eaten yet. Why don’t we all go down to
the diner and discuss things there? Sherriff, would you mind if
Gwen gets some of her things together?” Jack had dealt with the
police before and knew the man wanted to talk with Gwen.

“As soon as I get my statement from Gwen, my deputy
can escort her upstairs, but I’m afraid she won’t be able to touch
anything in certain areas of the apartment until my men take all
their pictures and such. Ms. Gwen, would you come with me?” He
waved a hand toward the other patrol car, indicating for Gwen to
precede him, as he radioed his men to let them know she had been
found.

As Gwen made her way toward the car, Jack couldn’t
help but notice the shot of thigh she flashed every time she took a
step. He couldn’t wait to kiss and explore every inch of her body.
He now had a reason to celebrate the holiday, and for the first
time in centuries, he was excited.

“Boy, do you have it bad.” Her brother put his arm
around Jack’s shoulders, a bit of an awkward position, considering
Jack stood about four inches taller than Mark. “I owe you an
apology, but she raised me and supported me while I went to
college, so if anything—and I mean anything—happens to my
sister…”

Mark let his sentence hang, and Jack laughed.

“Are you threatening me?” The wind picked up and
swirled around them.

“Let’s not consider it a threat, as much as a
promise. My sister has been through a lot. When our parents died,
she took over and refused to let Children’s Services place me in a
foster home. I won’t let anyone hurt her, no matter what you
are.”

Gwen came strolling back toward them, her gaze
flitting back and forth between them. Mark released Jack, and put
some space between them.

“Mark, please tell me you didn’t do the, I’ll beat
the crap out of you routine. You know I hate all that.” She
stood there with her hands on her hips, dressed in his shirt and
gym shoes, which were six sizes too big for her. Her hair was still
damp, and although she’d thrown his winter coat over her shoulders,
it hung open. She had to be freezing.

“Don’t worry about your brother. You’re cold again.”
He stepped close to her and pulled his jacket tightly around her.
“I guess I’m going to have to make sure you take care of yourself
from now on.”

He bent and scooped her up. His shoes fell from her
feet as she squealed, but he didn’t bother retrieving them; he
could always buy more.

“You really have this need to act all caveman, don’t
you?” She grinned up at him. “I bet you were even around at that
time, weren’t ya?”

Jack didn’t answer. He made his way up to her
apartment, her brother sister in law following along behind.

“If you’re not careful, I might get a complex. You
keep calling me old.” He stopped and looked in through the open
front door at her apartment. The masterpiece she had made was now
lying in shreds on the floor. Her leather couch showed large holes,
and Sam had carved the words I’ll kill him into the top of
what looked like an antique desk.

Jack’s anger bubbled and grew. The temperature
dropped, and the inside of the apartment windows began to frost
over. Jack took a deep breath and reined in this anger. Mustn’t
make things worse. That psycho, Sam, had desecrated her home every
possible way he could.

“My painting.” Gwen whispered and drew his attention.
Tears rolled down her face as she squirmed to get out of his arms.
“Why would he do this?”

Jack shook his head as he let her down, not trusting
himself to speak.

“Ma’am, you might want one of the gentlemen to gather
your things from your bedroom. You really shouldn’t go in there,”
an officer who’d been processing the crime scene said, giving Jack
a hard look.

“Drea!”

Gwen took off toward her bedroom, but Jack
intercepted her, catching her around the waist and swinging her
back up into his arms.

“Easy, Gwen.” Jack glanced back at her brother, a bad
feeling in the pit of his stomach. “Who is Drea?”

Mark and Nancy stepped around them, blocking the way
to the bedroom.

“It’s her cat. Gwen, you stay here; I’ll grab some
clothes and bring them out.” Mark disengaged himself from his
wife’s grasp. “Stay here, Nancy. You don’t need to see this,
either.”

“Gwen, did you know my mother is the Moon Goddess,
Selene.” He whispered in her ear, attempting to distract her
attention from the pain she must be feeling. “My father is what the
humans call The Green Man. I was born…Ouch.”

He smiled and rubbed his arm where she had slapped
him.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“You’re a god!” She gritted the words out from
between clenched teeth, obviously trying to keep the rest of the
room from hearing them.

He shook his head.

“I have a physical body and may be different, but I
still love and can be hurt. I also can want to kill the man who has
done this to you. You’re my Kindred Spirit, Gwen. You’re my
everything.” His circled her waist with his arms and pulled her
close. “We might have met tonight, but our souls are connected.
They have been searching for each other for—”

She laughed and laid her head on his chest.

“Don’t you dare say centuries. I
shouldn’t even be in your arms.” Gwen glanced up at him. “I don’t
know how you found me or why you’re here, but you are the only good
that has come of this day, and I just want it to end.”

Jack looked up as Mark stormed out of her room
empty-handed. “We’ll buy you new clothes. Let’s go.”

“My cabin is the last one, near the woods. You and
Nancy can meet us there. We can order room service so Gwen can
relax.” He didn’t wait for a response as he spun her around and
raced out of the apartment.

He was taking things into his hands. His woman had
been hurt enough today. He’d tolerate no more.

“You are going to soak in a nice, hot bath while I
wait for your brother and sister-in-law. We’ll order food when they
get there, and I will not hear another word about you going
anywhere tonight. You need to rest and be warm.” He pushed open the
door to his cabin, and the water in the bathroom started
automatically as he slammed the front door shut behind them.

Gradually, he lowered her feet to the ground, and
then brushed her hair out of her eyes.

“I have the bath water running for you, and there are
gifts in there from my parents. I’m afraid they couldn’t wait to
welcome you into the family.” Jack kissed her nose, turned her
around, and swatted her ass to send her on her way.

“Go relax,” he added. “I’ll wait for your brother and
sister-in-law to show up, and then we can order something to eat,
so we can talk.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Gwen said nothing as she made her way to the
bathroom. Her life had turned upside down and sideways since the
moment she had awakened. Jack had saved her life—emotionally and
physically—twice, and right now, she needed him, so why hide it?
She couldn’t understand the instant bonding between them, or why
she trusted him, but she did trust him. For the first time
in the last ten years, Gwen had hope . . . in the form of a hot
man.

As she reached the bathroom door, it slowly opened by
itself. In the middle of the floor, staring up at her, apparently
healthy and purring up a storm, sat Drea.

“How?” She turned to look back at Jack, and tears
once more marred her vision. Her body trembled.

Grabbing onto the wall before she fell, Gwen watched
Jack make his way to her. “Did you forget my father was The Green
Man?”

He moved his large hands to the front of the shirt
she wore, capturing Gwen’s gaze, and she watched, transfixed, as he
started to undo the buttons.

“You have had a horrible day. It was a small thing he
could do. My mother and father both wanted you happy and maybe put
a smile on your face? Drea now has eight lives left.” He slid his
shirt, along with his coat, down and off her shoulders, and let
them fall to the floor.

“Go get in the tub, before I start something we both
know should wait. There are some clothes on the counter; my mother
left them there for you. Come, Drea. Let’s get you some milk.”

Jack bent down and grabbed the coat and shirt, and
then turned and headed back toward the living room. Drea followed
him, rubbing against Gwen’s leg on the way out, bringing her out of
her stupor.

Her nipples hardened, caressed by a cool breeze. She
looked up to see Jack staring at her. He smiled at her. “Get
moving, Gwen. Your brother and sister-in-law will be here
soon.”

Gwen rushed into the bathroom and slammed the door
behind her. Jack’s laughter reached her, despite the wooden barrier
she’d placed between them, and she smiled. She had to snap out of
this fog. Sure, her apartment had been trashed, but she was safe.
It was as if she were in a movie, and she was watching herself, as
if she had no control over her own actions and couldn’t move or
speak.

Slowly, she forced herself to move and stepped into
the rose-scented bubble bath. She sank into the warm water and
sighed. Something nagged at the back of her mind, something she
couldn’t quite figure out. Why hadn’t the cold weather killed her?
Any normal person would have been frozen by the time they made it
back to her apartment, wearing barely anything, but not Gwen. Nope,
she had been as warm as if she had done as Jack ordered, and stayed
put in front of the fire.

“I’m afraid that is your body changing. Once my son
touched you, his Kindred Spirit, your DNA started adjusting. A
necessary change, in order for the two of you to be together
forever.”

A woman’s voice filled the bathroom, and Gwen slipped
farther down into the water.

“I’m losing my mind! Now I’m hearing voices?” Gwen
mumbled and carefully scanned the room but saw nothing.

The invisible woman laughed. “Silly child, I am
Jack’s mother, Selene. You have talked to me every night, for the
past fifteen years.”

Gwen snorted.

“You are a Goddess; of course I talked to you. I
prayed to you. I never believed I’d be holding an actual
conversation with you.” She grabbed the soap to clean her
legs, but then stopped. “This can’t be happening. What do you mean,
my DNA is changing? What if Jack isn’t my soul mate? What if there
was a mistake?”

She looked up as she often did, to speak directly to
the Moon Goddess, and then rolled her eyes. “You’re not outside,
Gwen.”

“Gwen, may I come in?” the goddess asked.

“Of course. If you’ve heard my prayers and my
conversations, then you have seen me in all my nakedness, but it’s
just you, right?” Gwen couldn’t believe she was sitting in a tub,
talking to a goddess while her son waited for her brother in the
other room.

An image blurred in front of the tub near the door,
and then a woman with long black hair, so like Jack’s, appeared in
the bathroom. Her dark green eyes, brightened, as she smiled at
Gwen. She wore a pair of black faded jeans, a silk shirt, and a
pair of kick-ass, black, thigh-high leather boots.

“Now this is better. I hate talking to the air. It’s
hard to picture one person after hearing from so many millions.”
She laughed and sat on the edge of the huge garden tub.

“I want you to think of nothing else but my baby,
Jack. What do you feel?” She tapped her chest. “In here, nowhere
else. Lean back and close your eyes. What does your heart tell
you?”

Her voice was musical, relaxing.

Dropping the soap and leaning back, Gwen closed her
eyes and focused on Jack. The picture of him kneeling before her
earlier today flashed into her mind. His eyes, and the gentleness
in his voice as he talked to her, the strength of his arms when he
held her, and the way he protected her had all combined and melted
her heart. He’d known when she was hurting, and he had been
there.

Gwen opened her eyes. “He was the one who saved Drea,
wasn’t he?”

Selene nodded and smiled. “My son has been alone for
too long. His father and I became worried lately when he wouldn’t
leave his home in Scotland. That’s when I started searching for his
Kindred Spirit, but I didn’t have to search long. About two months
ago, I heard your cries for your brother, and something in them
moved me, so I had to take a closer look.”

She grinned, and her eyes got this look of being
somewhere else. “You and some other female were in the hospital, by
your brother’s bed. The both of you were praying to me and to my
husband for help in healing Mark. It was your faith and your
devotion that drew my attention. Even my husband was impressed, and
we both knew you were the right woman for our Jack.”

“I knew you had helped with Mark’s healing. Even the
doctors couldn’t figure out how he had healed so quickly. Thank you
so much. He and Nancy mean the world to me. They are all I have
left of my family.” She glanced to the door. “Speaking of . . . I
think I hear them out there now.”

Selene smiled and nodded.

“I better hurry and finish up here. Oh, would you
like to stay and eat with us?” Gwen looked up from her attempt at
finding the soap as she addressed Jack’s mother, but Selene was
gone.

“No, child, now is the time for you to get to know
Jack. Follow your heart, Gwen. It won’t lead you down the wrong
path.” Her voice drifted away, as a small knocking on the bathroom
door drew Gwen’s attention.

“Gwen, sweetie, are you okay?” Nancy asked and peeked
in.

Gwen smiled and waved for her sister-in-law to come
in.

“Would you hand me that towel, please?” Gwen nodded
toward the large bath towel on the counter next to a silk dress.
Thank you for the dress.

A small laugh filled the room, and Nancy glanced
around, obviously startled.

“What was that?” She handed over the towel, and then
lifted her nose and sniffed. “Someone else was here?”

Wrapping the towel around her, Gwen stepped out of
the tub and smiled. “It was Jack’s mother. Did you know she and her
husband were in Mark’s room at the hospital? They helped heal
him.”

Nancy stood there staring at Gwen as if she had grown
a tail or something. “Did you hit your head or something? You’re
talking about a goddess?”

Gwen groaned.

“You didn’t hear Jack earlier, did you?” She reached
for another towel and dried her hair. “Yes, the goddess was here.
She’s the one I was talking to, and that was her laughing. I was
thanking her for the lovely dress she left me to wear.”

Gwen lifted her head and grabbed the brush from the
counter.

Slowly, Nancy walked around her, sniffing the air.
“You’re different, not human anymore. What did this Jack do to you?
If he hurt you, I’ll rip him apart.”

Nancy’s eyes changed to that of a cat’s, and paws
replaced hands as she started to shift.

“No, Nancy don’t change. Jack saved me, and he even
brought back Drea.” Gwen reached and picked up the silk dress, only
then realizing it wasn’t a dress, after all, but rather a long,
flowing, blue negligee. She worked her body into the gown and
stared at herself in the mirror.

Behind her, Nancy took a deep breath and then slowly
let it out. “Tell me what is going on with you. What are you
changing into? Is he a shifter?”

Another knock on the bathroom door drew their
attention.

“Gwen, is everything alright?” Jack asked.

Gwen smiled as she started to leave, but Nancy beat
her to the door and blocked the exit.

“I mean it, Gwen. Answer my question before you go
out there, because every time you are around that man, it’s like
you are in a trance or something. Your brother is ready to kill
him.” Nancy spoke in a fierce whisper.

“What the hell is wrong with you two? The man has
saved my life twice, and so what if

he is different? Did I freak out when Mark told me
what you were? No! Did I say anything when you and he
announced you were going to change Mark? No!” Gwen put her
hands on her hips and glared at her sister-in-law, speaking more
harshly to her than she had in a very long time.

“I have no idea what is going on with my body, we’ll
ask Jack together. But you’ll be

nice, or you and my brother can leave. Now move. I’m
tired and hungry, and Jack’s going to order up some food.”

“See, that is what I’m talking about! The minute you
hear his voice, you go all ga ga. You would never depend on someone
else. You always did everything yourself,” Nancy snarled.

Gwen took a deep breath and then slowly released it.
“Nancy, I know you mean well, but did you ever think maybe I want
someone to hold me, to care for me? Don’t you think I also get
lonely? Or am I not allowed to be with anyone?”
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