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      Have you met sexy, magnetic, and heroic Ranger? He’s the total package… and it’s a big one!

      His First Time: Ranger is FREE when you join Callie Love’s VIP reader group. It’s a reader group EXCLUSIVE and isn’t available anywhere else. We value your privacy and never send spam. Just tell us where to send your free book.

      Get your free copy of His First Time: Ranger HERE.
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      What is it in my personality that makes me unable to say ‘no’ to a pretty woman? All Charlotte does is beam a wide smile at me and flutter her long, lush lashes and suddenly I’m wearing a stuffy red suit, playing Santa Claus for a bunch of squirmy, smelly kids.

      The truly perplexing thing is, Charlotte isn’t even available. She’s madly in love with a huge dude, whom I do not want to fight––at all. Even knowing there is zero chance of having sex with her, I become mesmerized by her beauty and the next thing I know I am here, donning this ridiculous costume.

      I blame my brother, Beau. He’s the one who volundrafted me for this, and I wasn’t able to weasel my way out of it before Charlotte dazzled me into obeying her wishes.

      Rumor has it that she has this kind of power over many. She even convinced Beau and his wife, Fiona, to get an older dog. Their fancy, pristine, and magazine-worthy house on Geist Reservoir isn’t set up for dogs or kids, but they adopted a black lab mix, Boo, and Fiona is about ready to pop with their first baby. So, I guess it’s happening––whether the house can withstand the messy influx or not.

      Charlotte is bustling around the banquet hall working on finishing touches for her charity fundraiser. I’m not usually attentive to such things, but even I have to admit that the glimmering, twinkling lights and sparkling fake snow draping the room make the normally bland space look like a winter wonderland.

      When Charlotte brings me a bedraggled boxer in a red and green elf costume with jingle bells attached and tries to hand me the leash, I finally put my foot down with her.

      “I don’t really like dogs,” I tell her, crossing my arms and refusing to accept the looped handle of his hunter-green leash that she’s holding out to me.

      “He’s not a dog. He’s Twinkle, your elf helper for the evening.” Turning to the animal, Charlotte pooches out her shiny lips and says, “Aren’t you, sweet boy?”

      The dog angles his large brown eyes around so far that the white shows as he looks up at me, silently begging for help.

      I scrunch my face up at the ridiculous woman and splutter. “Twinkle? What kind of a name is that for a manly beast, like this?”

      “It’s just his name for tonight. You can change it after you take him home with you,” she assures me as she hands me the leash.

      Something about that blasted woman has me nodding my head in agreement with the ridiculous statement. She’s already speed-walking away when I realize she has mesmerized me again. She left the dog with me and insinuated that I’ll be adopting him.

      “Hey, I’m not keeping this dog. I am not a dog person.” I yell after her, but she keeps right on walking as if she doesn’t hear me.

      Shaking my head before turning to look down at the animal, I say sternly, “You can keep me company during this function, but I am not taking you home with me.”

      The animal blinks solemnly up at me.

      “My apartment is too small for a big dog like you. You would hate it. Besides, I don’t even know if my landlord would allow it.”

      The dog’s soulful eyes continue staring up at me, practically hypnotizing me.

      Suddenly realizing that I’m having a full-blown conversation with an animal, I look around to see if anyone has noticed. Thankfully, everyone is too busy to take note of my mental lapse.

      I walk out to the raised, makeshift stage and take my seat on the tacky gold chair. The brown elf-dog lies down at my feet. His presence is warm and reassuring as I look out at the seemingly never-ending sea of snot-nosed, high-strung kids and their weary parents.

      The first youngster reeks of ripe diaper, and it goes downhill from there. I’m ready to throttle Beau and Charlotte for roping me into this when the beautiful woman catches my eye. She is near the end of the line, holding hands with a freckle-faced little boy, and the sight of her absolutely knocks the wind out of me.
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      The charity’s Santa Claus looks to be handsome underneath that fuzzy red suit. Wow, how desperate am I… when Ol’ Saint Nick starts looking good?

      I stare down at my feet as we wait in the long line, unwilling to even entertain the idea of a hot fling with this sexy Santa. That is the type of thing that could scar my sweet little boy for life, if he ever found out about it.

      Besides, I have officially sworn off men, and I’m serious about it. It’s best for everyone if I remain single. I would love for Tyson to have a father figure in his life, but I’m too damaged to have a meaningful long-term relationship with a man. A one-night stand isn’t a viable option, either. Other than the initial fifteen minutes of fun, it would likely make the loneliness in my chest ache even more, since it would only serve to remind me of that physical connection with another human that I’m missing out on.

      When we finally make our way to the front of the long, slow-moving line of drained parents and hyper children, Tyson smiles up at me with the adorable gap in his teeth on full display. Using his big-boy voice, he announces, “I’m going to talk to Santa alone this year, Mommy.”

      “Is that so?” I ask him, surprised by his sudden bout of bravery. He generally likes for me to be close by his side, due to the whole stranger-danger belief that I have encouraged in moderation.

      He nods before pointing at the steps that lead up to the stage. “You can wait here. I need to have some privacy with Santa.”

      “Okay, then,” I smile down at him, proud that he is becoming independent and opinionated, even though this means I’ll have to do some sleuthing to figure out what my little boy wants for Christmas.

      I make direct eye contact with the good-looking man on the stage before quickly darting my gaze away. His eyes really are twinkling. Perhaps I do need to get laid to release some of this pent-up sexual energy. Lusting after Santa feels wrong on so many levels.

      When it’s finally Tyson’s turn, he reminds me, “Stay here, please.”

      I do as he requests, but strain my ears, trying to hear their conversation. Santa uses a bellowing voice to welcome my son and ask him what he would like for Christmas, but Ty whispers his answer near the man’s ear.

      Santa’s surprised eyes lock onto mine as he listens to my child. The warm look the man gives me as my son tells him his secret wish makes me uncomfortable, so I stare down at the dog stretched out and snoozing on the man’s black leather boots.

      When Ty finally leans back, Santa seems to be uncharacteristically at a loss for words. He had been making loud promises he couldn’t keep to the kids, despite the wide-eyed glares many of the parents gave him.

      I’m surprised to hear the man bluster and fake cough before finally saying, “Well, I don’t know about that, young man. Don’t you have anything else you would like?”

      I can’t imagine anything Ty could have asked for that this man, who would never see him again, wouldn’t be willing to promise, in order to move the line along. We are near the end, but he still has a few more kids to greet. It had been a long evening for me, and I’m not the one with strangers’ kids climbing all over me.

      Even from the stair where Ty had asked me to wait, I can see the giant tears welling in my son’s lower lids. I want to kick Santa in the shin for not making false promises to my son, like he had the other kids. I will find a way to get Ty what he wants, or at least get him something exciting enough to make him forget he didn’t get exactly what he wished for.

      “Maybe a new bicycle or the latest gaming system?” Santa tries, but Ty is shaking his head. The little boy’s dejected expression nearly breaks my heart.

      “A puppy?” Santa asks, desperately searching for a bribe that will work. I grit my teeth together and my eyes bulge as I silently fume at the man, but he ignores me.

      Luckily for the health of the man’s shins, my son doesn’t take the bait. He merely shakes his head and says in a clear, firm voice, “I’ve told you what I want. I’ve been good all year, so that I could ask for this.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” the man promises as Ty hops off his knee and runs back to me.

      I try to catch Santa’s gaze, hoping he will mouth the words to me, so I’ll know what Ty wants, but he purposely avoids looking at me.

      Deciding it’s probably for the best not to talk to him anyway, I take my little boy’s hand and lead him toward the exit.

      “Wouldn’t it be smart to tell me what you want, too?” I ask. At Tyson’s wary look, I add, “Santa may need some assistance with your gift.”

      Ty gives me an exasperated look before saying, “Santa has lots of assiss-astants, Mommy.”

      I smile over his adorable mispronunciation and ask, “Oh?”

      “Yes, they’re called elves,” he informs me, sounding a bit exasperated by my lack of North Pole knowledge.

      “Oh, right,” I say, nodding my head for added emphasis. Brightening with an idea, I say, “How about if we make some mugs of hot cocoa when we get home, and you can tell me all about your chat with Santa?”

      “Yes, please, to the cocoa,” he says excitedly before adding, “But my talk with Santa is a secret.”

      “Hmm,” I let the frustrated noise emit from my throat.

      Ty ignores my huff and asks, “Can we add little marshmallows to the hot chocolate and watch a Christmas movie?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say to him as I put my arm around his tiny shoulders, thinking that he may not tell me what they talked about, but I’ll get him to give me hints until I can figure it out.

      We walk outside into the chilly air, excited to continue our fun evening, but my step falters when I discover our car’s flat tire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            NICK

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m grumbling to myself as I leave the charity function––with the dog that should not be named Twinkle, nor be going home with me. Charlotte successfully evaded me when I was ready to leave, but if she thinks I’m keeping this dog, she really is crazy. I’ll return him to her rescue first thing in the morning, but right now, I just want to get as far from this place and these bratty kids as possible.

      At least I’m back in my own comfy jeans and T-shirt after changing out of the Santa costume and leaving it in the supply closet for Charlotte. Perhaps I should have left the dog there, too, but it’s not his fault that his caretaker is a pushy nutjob.

      When I see the woman and child staring down at a flat tire, I rub my fingers along the scruff on my jawline. A tuft of white fuzz leftover from the fake beard comes off my face. Just seeing it makes me itch.

      I really just want to go home and shower off the rental suit fibers and kid grime, but it’s not in my nature to ignore a damsel in distress. As I get closer to the stranded duo, I realize exactly who it is.

      “Great,” I mutter, knowing I can’t possibly ignore this particular woman and child.

      The dog looks up at me as if trying to figure out what I’m saying as he lopes along silently at my side.

      “Need some assistance?” I yell as soon as I’m close enough for them to hear.

      The woman jumps in surprise before turning. Her wary expression morphs into a smile when recognition dawns.

      The little boy blinks up at me with huge, surprised eyes before he asks in a bewildered voice, “Santa?”

      Panic surges through me as I look to the boy’s mother for guidance. I didn’t want to play Santa Claus, and I certainly don’t want to be the reason a sweet little boy stops believing. The woman gives a small shake of her head, so I say, “No, my name is Nick.”

      The boy gives me a knowing grin before he says, “Like Saint Nick?”

      “Just like it,” I admit.

      “It’s okay. I’ve known the truth about Santa Clause for a while now. Mommy likes to think of me as her little boy, so I pretend to still believe for her,” he tells me in an important voice.

      The woman gawks down at him, obviously surprised by his revelation.

      “I’m Tyson, and this is my Mom,” the boy says.

      I grin down at him. Of all of the kids I talked to this evening, he is the one that stuck in my mind. It isn’t just because his mother has curves for days, either. Although his drop-dead gorgeous mom doesn’t hurt anything, it is obvious after just a short chat with the boy that he is special and very different from his peers.

      “Hello, Tyson.” I look up at the beautiful woman and add, “Mom.”

      She gives me a shy smile before sharing her name. “Kelsey.”

      “Kelsey,” I let the word fall quietly from my lips. The pretty name suits her perfectly.

      Tyson pulls my attention back by asking, “What’s your dog’s name?”

      “Oh, he’s not my dog,” I say adamantly, before adding, “And his name is anything but Twinkle.”

      The boy’s button nose scrunches up in distaste as he says, “Twinkle? That’s a terrible name for him.”

      “I agree. What should we call him?”

      The child thinks it over for a few seconds before squealing, “How about Copper?”

      I look down at the fawn-colored dog. His fur has a warm, reddish tint to it that looks almost like a penny. Grinning down at the child, I say, “That’s perfect,” which makes his face light up with pride.

      “What do you think about that, Copper?” I rub the dog’s soft ears. He leans into my touch before plopping his butt down right next to my foot.

      Remembering, I add, ‘It’s only for tonight, though. Because I’m taking him back to the rescue tomorrow. He’s not my dog.”

      The dog blinks up at me with adoring, chocolate-brown eyes, which prompts Kelsey to say, “He sure looks like your dog to me.”

      “Yeah, Copper belongs with you,” Tyson weighs in.

      Needing to change the subject, I look down at the tire and ask, “May I offer you a hand with this?”

      Kelsey looks down at the pavement, making it obvious she isn’t used to asking for or receiving help. Finally, she says, “That would be wonderful, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind at all,” I assure her as I stoop down to have a look.

      “It’s on there really tight. Me and Mom both tried to loosen that last silly lug nut, but it won’t budge, and she cancelled the roadside assiss-astants because it was ’spensive, so we weren’t sure what else to try.” Tyson fills me in.

      I smile down at the ground at his adorable speech. I’m sure he has shared more with me than Kelsey would have liked, but her obvious independent streak makes me want to help them even more.

      When I realize the lug nut is rusted into place, I turn to Tyson to say, “I have some magic spray in my truck that will loosen this right up.”

      “Really?” he stares up at me with wide, amazed eyes.

      “Yep,” I grin before handing him the leash and asking, “Do you think you can handle watching Copper while I go get it?”

      “Yes, I’ll take good care of him. Won’t I, Mommy?” He looks to his mother for a reference.

      She nods her agreement as she says, “Absolutely.”

      I can’t wipe the wide smile off my face as I go to retrieve my can of WD-40. I’m going to need to keep a close watch on my heart around these two charmers.
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