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      Firefighter Jason “Jase” Weller and EMT Scott Bronson are living the perfect life. They work together in jobs they love, they live together, and in their downtime, they still can’t get enough of each other. It’s been six amazing years. Then on Christmas Eve, Jase’s former lover Elsa shows up with a six-year-old girl in tow. The strung-out junkie claims Kerry is Jase’s daughter and it’s his turn to care for her, and then she walks out.

      Shocked at both the fact that Elsa is now a junkie and that he has a daughter he never knew about, Jase nonetheless steps up to the plate as her father and Scott offers his full support. Having an instant family comes with plenty of challenges, and the two men work to deal with sweeping changes in their lives and to make things right for Kerry.

      It’s not going to be easy, and their new circumstances test them and their relationship like nothing ever has. They’ll need all the love they have for each other, and the love they discover for their daughter, to keep from breaking apart.
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      Jase whistled as he drove the truck back to the firehouse. He was pumped like he always was after a call.

      The snow was falling thick and white, coating Ottawa in Christmas cheer.

      He almost always worked Christmas Eve, but this was the first time he could remember it actually snowing. Looked like it was going to be a big storm too before it was over.

      He pulled into the house and parked the big rig, grinning as the ambulance pulled up next to him.

      It had been a good call. Small fire, no injuries, and they’d dealt with it in record time.

      He hoped that would be the last call until Boxing Day. Not because he didn’t want to work, but he didn’t want anyone’s Christmas ruined like that.

      Jase climbed out and joined the other guys in making sure everything was ready for their next call, then lingered, letting the other guys hit the showers first.

      He headed over to the ambulance, finding Scott on his own, restocking.

      “Merry Christmas Eve, babe.”

      “Hey, gorgeous.” Scott grinned at him, green eyes warm and sparkling under the crazy mop of black curls.

      God, he was in love with this man. Still. Time and proximity only seemed to deepen the way he felt.

      “You almost done there? I bet the showers are deserted at this point.” There was a reason they both took their time when they got back to the house.

      “Perv.” Oh, that was a naughty smile.

      “Takes one to know one.”

      Jase stepped up into Scott’s space, looking into the green eyes, the heat he was feeling matched there.

      “Someone might catch us,” Scott said.

      “Don’t you mean catch us again?” Jase laughed and rubbed Scott’s crotch. “They’ll give us some privacy, long as we’re quick.” And he knew they could be quick. Hell, they were both so ramped up from the call, they’d be going off like rockets.

      “Go. I’ll be there in two shakes.”

      “Of my ass?” Eager and randy, Jase shook it as he headed into the station proper.

      The place was decorated for Christmas: lights twinkling, the tree fully decorated, everything shiny.

      There were even gifts under the tree. The guys who worked over Christmas did a white elephant game. He had his real gift for Scott under his bed.

      The showers were empty, and he went to the far one, turning it on hot before stripping.

      Barely three minutes passed before warm hands wrapped around his waist, the touch sure, wanton.

      Jase leaned back against Scott’s solid body and groaned. “Hey, babe.” Resting his head on Scott’s shoulder, he kissed his lover’s neck.

      “Hey,” Scott said. “You ready for our vacation to start? I sure as fuck am.”

      “Yeah. Boxing Day here we come. You think next year we should take the holiday off?” They worked because they didn’t have families, but they had each other.

      “Eh. Maybe. I like to save it for the guys with kids.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Jase grinned as he nibbled on Scott’s neck. “We’re motherfucking selfless wonders.”

      “Saints. True saints.”

      He laughed, turning to grab Scott and push him up against the tile. Then he took the kiss he wanted, diving into Scott’s mouth.

      Scott climbed up his body, legs coming to rest around his waist.

      Jase humped against Scott, their bodies slamming up against the tile.

      Their cocks rubbed together, the sensation fucking amazing.

      They didn’t have time to goof around, to take their time. They simply had to get to it.

      Biting at Scott’s lips, Jase moved faster, moaning when Scott’s hand wrapped around both their cocks.

      Scott knew how to touch him, how to touch them and bring them off.

      “Fuck, yeah. Just like that, babe.”

      Groaning, Jase closed his eyes, feeling the pleasure course through him.

      “So easy.” Scott was such a tease.

      He bit hard at Scott’s lower lip. “Butthead.”

      There wasn’t any heat behind the word, though. Nor any strength, his body entirely focused on how good everything felt.

      “Uh. Uh-huh. Yours.” Scott tugged the tips of their cocks good and hard.

      “Fuck!” Jase jerked, bucking their bodies hard against the wall, and came, spunk spewing up over Scott’s hand.

      Scott watched through his orgasm, then began jacking them both good and hard.

      He shuddered. “Fuck. Sensitive.”

      Still, he didn’t ask Scott to stop, did he? No, he leaned one hand against the tile and, pushing the other between them, tweaked Scott’s right nipple—the more sensitive of the two.

      Scott arched, bared his teeth. “One more time.”

      Jase twisted the nub harder this time, digging his fingernails into Scott’s flesh. “Come on. Give it up for me.”

      Scott shot like a hose, spunk pouring out of him in long pulses.

      “Fucking love that smell.” To Jase it meant safety and sex and love and happiness.

      Grinning, he took another kiss, lips lingering lazily against Scott’s. He knew they had to rinse off and get out before they got walked in on, but he wanted another moment with his lover.

      “Merry almost Christmas, love,” Scott said. “I mean it.”

      “Yeah. All that matters is that we’re here together, and it’s a good one.”

      Jase gave Scott one last kiss and stepped back. He slid his hands to Scott’s ass, holding on until Scott had his feet back on the ground.

      Grabbing the soap, Jase made short work of soaping up his lover’s skin, touching more thoroughly than he probably needed to.

      Scott helped out, and they managed to get out of the shower and into towels before Andy came through, rolling his eyes.

      “Jase, man, you got someone at the front asking for you.”

      “Seriously?” Practical jokes abounded at the firehouse. Especially when they were working holiday shifts.

      “No, I’m making it up. Yes, seriously.” Andy rolled his eyes again, and Scott laughed, snapping his ass with a towel.

      Jase sent a mock glare at both of them and pulled on his jeans and a T-shirt before heading out to the front.

      He blinked at the woman standing in the lobby. She looked like shit—strung out and hollow cheeked, hair stringy and ragged.

      “Can I help you?” Jase asked.

      “What? You don’t remember me? We slept together for six months, you pig.”

      He shook his head. He didn’t know any crackheads. The only woman he’d slept with for six months was just before he’d met Scott. He and Elsa had broken up over six years ago.

      He met her eyes, ready to tell her he wasn’t who she was looking for, when he saw a flash of Elsa in the sunken eyes.

      “Elsa? No way.”

      “You do remember. Excellent. I got something that’s yours, and I don’t want the little bitch no more.”

      With that, she shoved a skinny, filthy little girl with tears streaking her cheeks and a huge bruise on her tiny face toward him.

      “Mommy! Mommy, please!”

      “Shut up. This fucker is your dad. You’re his problem now.”

      The girl started crying outright, and Elsa went to backhand her, but Jase stepped in between the two of them, hand on the little girl’s shoulder as she began to wail louder. “Hey! What the hell happened to you? And what are you talking about, I’m her dad?”

      This was not the woman he’d known. And they’d always been careful. He knew they had.

      Aside from condoms, she’d been on the pill.

      “You left, and I found out about the little bitch three weeks later. Tried everything to get rid of it, but it lived.”

      “Hey there, sweetie.” Scott’s voice was soft, gentle. “Would you like to see my ambulance? Maybe have a Coke?”

      Jase turned and nodded to Scott, mouthed, “Thanks,” then shifted his attention back to Elsa.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” He would have helped. Gotten her and the baby the proper care. Hell, helped pay for the abortion if Elsa was determined to go through with it. “And when did you get hooked?”

      “Fuck you. I was using when I was with you. Why do you think I had to start selling shit? You weren’t ever there. I needed something.”

      “Jesus, Elsa….” He didn’t know what to say. He totally didn’t recognize this awful bitch in front of him. Either physically or mentally. “I’m sorry. You need some help getting clean?”

      “Fuck you. I’m out of here.” She tossed a tiny backpack at him. “I tried to sell her. No one wants her. She’s worthless.”

      Jase’s mouth dropped open in pure, unadulterated shock.

      That shock began to turn to anger as Elsa turned on her heel and marched out.

      He went to go after her, but Andy grabbed his arm, held him back.

      “Don’t, man. That kid is better off pretty much anywhere else.”

      He nodded jerkily. Andy was probably right.

      Christ.

      Jase was nearly shaking, his emotions a jumble.

      “Why don’t you go find Scott and see how she’s doing?” Andy suggested.

      “Yeah, yeah. Good idea.”

      He headed out to the bay where the ambulance was parked.

      “Do you like the red ones? I do. Lots.” Scott was talking, chattering away, and the little girl’s tears had dried up.

      “Hey, there,” he said quietly. Shit, Elsa hadn’t even told him her name.

      Scott and the little girl both looked up, and Jase crouched so he wasn’t so tall. “What’s your name, honey?”

      “Karissa.”

      Jase blinked. That had been his twin sister’s name. She’d died when they were six. A boating accident. “That’s a beautiful name. I had a twin sister named Karissa.”

      He saw Scott looking at him in surprise.

      Jase didn’t talk about her very much, but it seemed appropriate, what with the little girl in front of him.

      “Mommy told me. She drownded, and she’s a ghost that pinches bad girls.”

      Scott’s eyes widened farther.

      “What? No. No.” Jase put his hand on her back. “She was a wonderful little girl, and she would never pinch anyone.” Maybe him, when they were bickering, but usually only in retaliation. “She’s my guardian angel, and I bet she’s looking out for you too.”

      “Are you really my daddy?”

      He looked at Scott. What did he tell her?

      She was the right age for it to be a distinct possibility. And Elsa had named her after his sister.

      But would it be fair to say yes and have it turn out later that she wasn’t?

      He looked from Scott to her, and she stared back, giving him his first look at her big blue eyes. Christ, he saw those eyes in the mirror every morning, and he’d seen them every time he’d looked at his twin sister too.

      “Yeah, Kerry,” he told her, his twin’s nickname falling off his tongue easy as anything. “I think I am.”
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      Someone was going to die.

      Possibly several someones.

      Jase was first in line, though.

      The little one was sleeping in his bus, curled up on a stretcher. Jase was inside talking to the captain, and Scott… well, he was sitting as still as possible—so he didn’t stroke out.

      Twenty minutes later, Jase showed up, looking at Karissa for a moment before crooking a finger, indicating Scott should follow the asshole to the table in the corner.

      “Have you seen outside?” Jase asked.

      Had he seen outside? What the fuck did that have to do with anything?

      “No. What’s up?”

      A kid? A little girl? He’d known Jase was bi. That wasn’t a shock. Unprotected sex with a motherfucking crack whore? Shock.

      “Big damn storm,” Jase told him. “It’s still snowing. I don’t think we’re going anywhere. So it looks like we’re all snowed in for Christmas.”

      Jase ran his hands through his hair, making it stick up most appealingly.

      Unprotected sex with a crack whore, Scott reminded himself.

      Jase finally looked right at him. “I didn’t know.”

      “About which part, man?” He totally bought that Jase didn’t know about the little girl. Jase wouldn’t allow that abuse to happen. No way.

      “I had no clue Elsa had a little girl, or that I was the father. Hell, if those eyes didn’t look exactly like mine, I’d think she was shining me on to get money or something from me.” Jase touched Scott’s arm and moved in close. “I swear.”

      He pulled away. “Dude, did you know about the other? That you were fucking a… a…” Crack whore. “…addict?”

      “No way. I never would have been with her if I’d known. And we were careful, Scott—I always used a condom. Always. Plus she was on the pill.” Jase shook his head. “She wasn’t like that when I knew her. The Elsa I knew never would have treated a kid like she treated Kerry, never would have dropped her off and left, never would have told her there was a ghost out there looking to pinch her!”

      Scott squeezed the bridge of his nose. “She doesn’t even have a fucking coat on, Jase. Tomorrow is Christmas, and we’re at work.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Jase put his hands on Scott’s shoulders and rubbed. “Man, based on what I saw, she’s better off here than she was with Elsa. I didn’t even recognize Elsa.”

      Jase glanced at the ambulance. “We gotta figure out what we can put under the tree for her.”

      “We have to get her out of the ambulance in case we get a call,” Scott replied.

      Jase nodded. “I’ll put her in the bed next to mine. She looks like she could use a good meal too. Or, like, a hundred.” Jase squeezed his shoulders. “Are we good, babe?”

      “I… I don’t know how to answer that. You’re a dad. This little girl’s been abused. It’s Christmas. I’m in shock.”

      Jase pulled him in for a hug. “I know. I’m sorry. I truly am. I’m not sorry that little girl isn’t stuck with the awful woman Elsa’s become, but I’m sorry it’s disrupted everything.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, let’s just deal with what we have to.” He couldn’t figure out what else to do.

      “Yeah. Yeah.” Jase squeezed him again, then took a quick, hard kiss that, even with everything going on, felt damn good.

      Then Jase went over to the bus, carefully picked Karissa up, and carried her back into the firehouse.

      Scott busied himself with changing the sheets on the stretcher and making sure the ambulance was ready.

      Jase came back out a moment later. “She’s still out, and Deuce promised to keep an eye on her, and Jack’s gonna make her a breakfast when she wakes up.”

      Scott nodded and handed Jase Kerry’s backpack. “This thing is filthy.”

      “Is there anything in it?” Jase opened it gingerly and upended it onto the table.

      There was a folder of papers, a couple of photographs, a spare set of clothes, and a naked baby doll with one eye missing.

      In the papers, they found a birth certificate with Jason Weller listed right there in all-caps as the biological father.

      Jase swallowed hard and shook his head. “I wish I’d known.”

      “Yeah, I bet.”

      A daughter. Jase had a daughter.

      Did that mean Scott was going to need to leave? Move out?

      “I wish we could go out too, buy her some clothes and a bear and stuff. Something for under the tree. You think the guys would mind if we go through the white elephant stuff and find her stuff? Oh! Maybe there’s some chocolates left in the box Donnolly brought in for his kid’s school fundraiser.” Jase talked fast, looked more than a little harried.

      “I bet they wouldn’t. There’s stuff left from the angel tree too. Not all the kids we bought for showed up at the community Christmas bash we threw.”

      “Oh, rock on.” Jase nodded, then sat down heavily. “Jesus Christ, Scottie, I’m a fucking dad.”

      “Yeah.” Scott wasn’t sure what that meant for him, but he knew he was going to have to accept it if Jase asked him to go.

      Jase reached out and grabbed his hand, held on tight. “Tell me it’s all going to work out. That we’re going to get a Christmas miracle here.”

      “I…. Well, some people would say it happened already, right? You got your daughter for Christmas.”

      Jase blinked at him a few times, then nodded slowly. “Yeah, I did. And she got away from Elsa. Yeah. You’re right. That’s how I have to look at it.” Jase got up. “Come help me find presents for her while she’s still sleeping?”

      “You got it. I’ll keep track so we can replace them.” He headed to the back, totally unsure how he went from looking forward to vacation to… this.

      They started going through the gifts, finding a stuffed unicorn, a teddy bear, and a box of crayons with three coloring books. “These are good, right? Man, I don’t know anything about six-year-olds. Like not a fucking thing.”

      “These will be fine. She’s scared. She needs a bath and clothes.”

      “We’ve only got showers. Am I supposed to put her in one of those? And we only have one set of clean clothes for her.” Jase was back to panicked.

      “We have a washer and dryer, man; we can put her clothes in that. And she’ll be fine in the shower. You can leave your shorts on to help her out. Relax. You’re a big brave fireman, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck off, Scott.” Jase was grinning, though.

      “Yeah.” But fucking of any sort wasn’t going to happen for a while.

      Jase hugged him suddenly, holding on tight. “Thank God I’ve got you. You’re way better at this shit than I am.”

      “You’re going to be okay. You can cope.” Right?

      “I know I can—I’m going to have to, aren’t I?” Jase shook his head and chuckled at the same time. “Okay. Washing of child and clothes. Feeding. And Christmasing. We get through that and then worry about everything else later, right?”

      “Yeah. Good thing you have some vacation time coming and planned, isn’t it?”

      Jase shot him a look. “We have some vacation time coming. This isn’t going to send you running, is it?”

      “Do you even want to tell this little girl you live with a guy?”

      “Why the hell not? Neither of us are in the closet, and no child of mine is going to be prejudiced.”

      Something inside Scott eased, the worry dissolving with a pop.

      “Not to mention you’re my lover. We’re together. We’ve been together six years, Scott. Of course I’m going to tell her I live with a guy. I live with the man I love.”

      “I was worried you were going to throw me out.”

      “What? No. No way. You’re like this solid good thing right now.” Jase grabbed his hand and held on.

      “Are we going to take her home Boxing Day, man?”

      “Yeah. She’s my kid. I don’t know how it’s all going to work, but I’m not going to turn my back on her. I can’t, and God knows she doesn’t look like she’s had it easy.”

      “No.” Scott wasn’t sure he’d be a good stepfather. Co-father.

      “Okay. Okay. Let’s go tell the guys and see if Andy’s going to make something kid friendly for Christmas dinner.” Jase took a few deep breaths, looking a little less freaked out.

      “The guys will be cool. They’ll understand.”

      “It’ll be nice, having a kid here for Christmas morning. Kids are what it’s all about anyway.”

      They’d only taken a few steps when Hank came barreling down the hall, eyes wide. “Dude. Dude, your… the little girl, she’s crying.”

      “Oh fuck.” Jase went running like he was headed right for a fire. Lord have mercy.

      Scott looked at Hank. “Looks like we’re dads. Merry Christmas.”
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      Jase went right to Kerry and knelt beside her bed. “Sweetie? What’s the matter, honey?” Oh, good job. Her mother had just dumped her in a firehouse on Christmas Eve with people she didn’t know from Adam. What wasn’t the matter?

      “I have to potty. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, of course! Let me show you where you go and then you don’t have to ask next time, okay?” He stood and held out his hand.

      “Are you mad at me?” She took his hand, the tears drenching her face.

      “What? No! No, of course I’m not mad at you.” He walked her down the hall. “I didn’t even know about you, or I would have come to see you sooner.” And taken her away from Elsa too. Why hadn’t Elsa told him about her right from the start if she didn’t want the sweet little thing?

      Jenny came up, gave Kerry a smile. “Do you want to come have a shower in the girl’s bathroom? I have a T-shirt you can use as a nightie.”

      Jase sighed with relief. “That would be great—wouldn’t it, Kerry? Oh, Kerry, this is one of the other firefighters—Jenny. Jenny, my daughter, Kerry.”

      His coworkers rocked.

      “Hey, Kerry. It’s so nice to meet you.” Jenny held out her hand, and Kerry carefully took it and shook.

      God, she was cute. She’d be really pretty, too, once all the grime was washed off.

      “You go with Jenny and get washed and stuff. I’ll wait in the galley for you. We can have something to eat if you want.”

      “There’s enough?”

      “There’s tons!” Jenny grinned at her. “There are donuts!”

      “Maybe we can get Andy to make you pancakes. Would you like some pancakes when you’re finished showering?” Jase wanted to make that serious little face smile.

      “I like donuts okay.”

      “Well, I’ll see what I can get put together while you bathe.” He squeezed her little hand and watched her go off with Jenny.

      He had a daughter.

      Damn.

      Shaking his head, he went into the galley where Andy was making lasagna for supper.

      The fridge was stuffed with the turkey and all the fixings, ready to go in the oven tomorrow morning.

      “So, what’s with the little one?” Andy asked. “She’s really yours?”

      “I think so. I mean, I had no clue she even existed before today, but she’s got my eyes.” He supposed there should be tests and shit to make sure, but it fit the timeline.

      Besides, he was on the birth certificate. It wasn’t like he was going to deny this baby girl a home, right? Right.

      And if he’d known from the start, he would have been there for her all along, at least helping Elsa out.

      Okay. There was nothing he could do about her first years on earth, but he could make up for it now.

      “Can you do pancakes for her?” He gave Andy his most appealing look. “Make it special for a sweet little girl?”

      “Yeah. Of course. Poor baby. This has got to be hard.”

      “Yeah, but we’re going to do our best to make it special for her.”

      He was of two minds on that. It was a good thing that Kerry wasn’t with a crackhead anymore. But that was her mother, and he’d bet Kerry loved her with everything she was and was devastated to be given away.

      Scott came in, pale and quiet, obviously shocked and worried. He sat heavily on the couch.

      Jase went over to Scott and sat with him on the couch in front of the TV. “Hey, babe. You okay?”

      He didn’t want to lose his lover over this. He and Scott were so damn good together.

      “I guess. I’m a little… dazed and confused.”

      He gave Scott a quick, hard hug. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’ll talk later.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Jenny’s helping her shower and is going to give her one of her T-shirts to wear like pajamas.”

      “Good deal. We’ll wash her clothes.”

      “Yeah. At least she has a second set from the backpack.” Jase rubbed his face, his emotions ping-ponging all over the place.

      “I can call social services, man,” Andy offered, voice quiet.

      Jase shook his head. “It’s Christmas. I don’t want her shuffled off to some group home. We can make it special for her right here.” And maybe Jase hadn’t known he had a daughter until a couple hours ago, but she was his, and he wasn’t putting her in the system. Not when he was perfectly capable of giving her a home, love. Being a dad.

      He looked at Scott. He hoped he wasn’t going to be on his own doing it.

      Because Scott was it for him. He’d dated one woman and three guys before Scott, but no one made him feel like Scott did.

      He rested his hand on Scott’s shoulder, trailed his fingers gently along the skin of Scott’s neck.

      Scott gave him a tentative, worried grin, then patted his leg. “We’re going to be okay, man. We’ll deal.”

      What if Scott hated kids? No, he wouldn’t believe that. Scott was too good with them for him to dislike them. Jase tried to push his worries out of his head. He needed to enjoy Christmas and make it good for his little girl.

      His little girl. God.

      Kerry came into the kitchen with a huge T-shirt on, her hair wet and the bruise on her baby face lurid.

      She peered at him, then went to Scott, pushing into Scott’s arms.

      “Hey, angel.” Scott hugged her tight. “Feel better?”

      Okay, so Scott not liking her was like the furthest thing from a problem.

      She nodded. “’Cept I’m hungry.”

      Poor thing. God knew when the last time she’d eaten had been, and she surely was tiny.

      “You like pancakes?” Jase asked her, giving her his best smile. “Andy’s whipping some up, especially for you.”

      “Actually, I’m making enough for everyone because there’d be a mutiny if the place smelled like pancakes and there weren’t some for everyone.”

      Jase had to snigger. Andy was right.

      “But the star-shaped ones are for your girl.”

      “I like pancakes.” She stayed curled into Scott, and he rocked her. Jase knew how comforting Scott’s embrace could be.

      Jase reached out and touched her cheek. “I like them too. Do you like syrup on yours or whip cream and berries?”

      Did they even have either of those? If that’s what she wanted, Jase sure hoped they did.

      “Syrup and butters.”

      “That’s my favorite too!” He wanted a smile from her; he wanted to know she still could. That it hadn’t been beaten out of her, both literally and figuratively.

      She grinned, showing one missing front tooth, then hid her face in Scott’s chest.

      Oh damn. She was cute; even filthy she’d been cute, but that smile had him falling in love.

      “What do you like to do, sweetie?”

      He was sure they could find something appropriate on TV, or paper and pens if she wanted to draw. He wasn’t so sure about stories, though, if she wanted to be read to. Maybe there was stuff online.

      God, there was so much he was going to have to buy.

      “Did Mommy throw my Lisa baby away?”

      “No, she didn’t. She’s in the garage. Give me a second, I’ll go grab her for you.” At least he assumed the tortured doll was her Lisa baby.

      He would have to wash it and find it some pretty clothes.

      He looked at the “clean” clothes that had been in the backpack and decided they needed to be washed too. So he threw both her sets of clothes and the doll in the washer and found the gentle cycle.

      Then he headed back into the main room. “I’m giving your doll a bath, okay?”

      “Okay. Is she scared?”

      “She was, but I told her I was a fireman and it’s my job to rescue people, so she and you are safe, okay?”

      “Policemans are bad, though, right? Scary?”

      It shouldn’t have surprised him that that’s what Elsa would have taught her, but it still took him a little aback every time he was reminded of what the drugs had done to the woman he’d been involved with.

      “No, policemen are good too. If you’re ever in trouble, a policeman, a firefighter, or an ambulance person will all help you out.”

      “That’s me, honey,” Scott added. “I’m a paramedic, and we have your back.”

      “Especially this paramedic.” Jase sat back down next to his lover and his daughter. “Scott here is my partner. We live together.”

      “He’s your boyfriend?”

      “Yes, he is.” He smiled at Scott. “I’m very lucky because he’s the nicest guy in the world.”

      And very understanding, helping to look after Jase’s daughter. A lot of guys would run away screaming.

      Hell, he wasn’t 100 percent sure Scott wasn’t going to do that anyway.

      But he was being so good to Kerry, which was awesome.

      “Pancakes are up.” Andy called out, and people appeared from everywhere until all eight of them were around the table, ten with Scott and Kerry.

      The plate of pancakes was passed down to him first. “How many do you want?” he asked his daughter.

      “Two? Is two right?”

      “Two is a perfect number, kiddo.” Scott gave her a wink. “I want five.”

      Jase leaned over and stage-whispered, “Scott has a hollow leg where he puts all the food.”

      It was the only thing that explained the way Scott could put away food and never have a spare tire.

      Shit, spare tire? There wasn’t a spare ounce, and the man loved his food.

      Jase put the pancakes on Kerry’s plate, added a nice pat of butter, then started to pour the syrup. “Tell me when you’ve got enough.”

      She watched him, and when the pancakes were coated, she nodded. “Okay.”

      He piled a bunch on his own plate, then Scott’s, and added butter and syrup on both.

      They all ate, the banter quieter, more careful than normal.

      Jase appreciated the fact the guys were making an effort.

      And man, Kerry could pack it away.

      “You want some more?” he asked when she was done.

      She shook her head. “Is Santa going to know where to find me?”

      Jase nodded. “He is! He’s Santa. Did you want to leave a note for him? Along with a cookie and a glass of milk?”

      “Can we?” she asked.

      “Of course!” Scott said. “And we’ll go watch cartoons for a while.”

      Jase thought that was a great idea. “All the Christmas specials should be on. It’ll be a fun evening. Then we’ll all go sleep so it’s Christmas morning.”

      Kerry gave him another smile, and he went and switched the laundry, then found some paper and a pen in the office and brought them back to her.

      “Do you know how to write, honey?”

      “Mommy says I’m too stupid to go to school.”

      Jase bit back the first words that came to mind. “I don’t believe that’s true, honey. You go to school to learn. In the new year we’ll go see what we need to do to get you to school.”

      “You mean it?” Her little face was so excited.

      “I do.”

      They’d have to get her clothes, school supplies, furniture—their place was not equipped for a little girl. They could deal with all that after Christmas, when they were off shift.

      God.

      The sheer enormity simply threatened to overwhelm him.

      “Hey, Jase,” Scott called. “You know how to eat an elephant?”

      “I beg your pardon?” He headed for Scott, wondering what the heck was going on.

      Scott grinned at him. “Just remember, we can do it. One bite at a time.”

      “Is elephant on the menu?” What the heck was Scott talking about?

      Scott looked at him like he had lost his mind. “No, Jase. I…. Never mind. Come on, Kerry. Let’s go watch cartoons.”

      “What am I missing, man?”

      “When you have a huge thing to deal with, you handle it like you’re eating an elephant—one bite at a time.”

      “Oh, right. God, I totally should have figured that out. And you’re right.” He pulled Scott to him and gave him a quick, hard kiss. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      And he hoped like hell he didn’t find out.

      Jase brought Kerry the paper and pen and sat next to her. “Okay, you tell me what you want to say to Santa, and I’ll write it down.”

      “Santa, I’m sorry I was bad. Love, Karissa.”

      Jase stared at her, simply appalled. What could a six-year-old have done that was so bad that an apology was all she had to say to Santa?

      “Are you sure you were bad?” he asked quietly. He could only imagine what she’d been through.

      She nodded. “Mommy doesn’t want me no more.”

      “That’s not your fault, though. That’s because she’s… uh, sick. And she needed help to take care of you. So she brought you to meet me so I could take care of my daughter—of you.” Damn Elsa anyway. He could have been there for Kerry all along. “Why don’t I put down ‘Dear Santa, I’m sorry Mommy couldn’t keep me anymore.’ And then you could add something if you wanted to….”

      Not that he wanted her to ask for gifts that they didn’t have here, but that was totally what a little girl her age should be doing, asking for gifts.

      She shook her head and went to Scott, sobbing hard.

      “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” Jase hated that she was crying. He hated more that she was crying because of him.

      She was breaking his heart.

      “Oh, baby girl. Easy. It’s going to be okay. Let’s go watch cartoons and pray we don’t get called out again tonight, huh?” Scott gave him a wide-eyed look, then carried her into the media room.

      “God knows what the mom told her about you, man. It’s not personal.”

      Jase looked at Jenny and nodded. “I know you’re right, but it’s still killing me. Every time I try to make her happy, she winds up crying in Scott’s arms.”

      “Scott’s the one who deals with scared kids all the time. It’s his job.”

      “Yeah, but she’s my baby girl.” Weren’t there supposed to be like bonds or something? Shit, he didn’t know—he’d never even thought about having a kid before.

      “Uh-huh. For the last hour.” Jenny snorted and shook her head, her ponytail swinging. “The mom’s been telling her you were the devil for her whole life, man.”

      “I don’t understand why Elsa never told me.” He felt like he should have known somehow. Which was stupid; how could he have?

      This whole thing had him thrown, though, big-time.

      “She’s fucked up. Who knows why addicts do dick.”

      He nodded because he didn’t know what to tell her. The truth was he felt responsible.

      She’d said she’d gotten hooked when they’d still been together. Had it been so horrible to be with him? And how come he hadn’t noticed?

      Despite not having known Kerry existed, it still felt like he’d abandoned her to this horrible life.

      He wandered into the media room, trying to figure out what to do to win Kerry around.

      How the Grinch Stole Christmas! was on the television and Kerry was repeating it, line for line.

      It was the most adorable thing he’d ever seen.

      He sat right next to Scott and Kerry, hoping proximity would help her see he wasn’t a monster.

      She kept stealing peeks, blinking over at him.

      Most of them he tried to ignore, pretending to be engrossed in the Grinch. But every now and then, he’d hold her gaze and smile softly at her.

      She was a gorgeous wee thing.

      He was already in love and pretty much willing to move the earth for her.

      “Are you really my daddy?” she asked. “Do I have a grandma now?”

      “I am and you do.” His mother was going to plotz. She was also going to be fucking delighted. “She lives in Florida, and she’s going to love you.”

      “There’s a grandpa too,” Scott added. “And I have a gran and a gramps who will want to see you. You might call your folks, Jase. Tonight.”

      Kerry brightened. “Florida is where Mickey Mouse lives.”

      “Sh—sure. Yeah. Merry Christmas, Grandma and Grandpa.” Jase’s parents were likely going to be seriously pissed they couldn’t fly right away, but the snow was coming down hard enough he couldn’t see out the windows, so he doubted there would be any flights before Boxing Day at the earliest.

      He’d call once they got Kerry settled in bed.

      “I always wanted a grandma.” She blinked over at him. “Is this where you live?”

      “No, this is my work. But we have long hours, so we stay here overnight while we’re working.” That was another thing he would need to deal with—he was going to have to find someone to look after her while he and Scott were on shift. He was starting to think that he was going to need a lot more than the five days off he and Scott had booked in order to make a start on all the things suddenly having a child entailed.

      “Scott and I live in a house near to here.” And at least they already had a nice backyard for her to play in, and one of the extra bedrooms, which was right beside the master, was decent sized. Would she want to paint it pink? Maybe she could come up with how she wanted it decorated so it would feel more like home for her.

      One thought after another chased through Jase’s head, and Scott reached out, touched his thigh. Right. Elephants. One bite at a time.

      Jase flashed Kerry a smile. “Don’t worry, Santa will know you’re here at the station, and he won’t forget you, I promise.”

      “Okay. Good. Thank you.” She gave him a quick hug, then headed back to Scott.

      Oh man. A hug. She’d voluntarily come to him and hugged him. Jase had to blink back the tears.

      Christ, he was a wreck.

      Soon he’d get over himself and be the best dad Kerry could ever wish for. Until then, he thought maybe he was allowed to be in shock.
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