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The Accidental Mates series involves steamy paranormal hunks and the humans who love them. Brimming with hot sex, hijinks, and happily everafters, these fast-paced tales can be read in any order. 





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


About This Book
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After lying about meeting the love of his life, Halden Braithwaite needs to either come clean or find a fake fiancé for Christmas Eve dinner. When he accidentally summons Jack Frost, Halden thinks his problems are solved, especially when Jack needs Halden’s help to stay human. Only, everything is not as it seems. Will they be able to help one another and walk away, or will the spirit of the season bind them together for a lifetime?

This gay paranormal romance contains a passionate playboy with commit-o-phobia, a paranormal creature in a human body that can’t quite contain his magical abilities, a small town called Christmas, family gatherings with interfering relatives, and a perfect gift that brings it all together. 53,000 words or 212 pages.
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Chapter One
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All Halden Braithwaite wanted for Christmas was not to have to stick his hand in anyone’s mouth anymore, but he couldn’t put that on the card. Instead, below the excessively decorative words: 

All I want for Christmas is...

he hastily scrawled:

to meet the love of my life

Frankly, he’d sell his soul to meet someone before the family dinner in Aspen. Without a date, things were going to get uncomfortable. Not for his family. God no. The Braithwaites never allowed themselves to get flustered. Halden didn’t think his mother was even physically capable of breaking a sweat, and his father—

“Mr. Braithwaite?”

Halden jerked his attention from the embossed, cream-colored card to the hotel clerk.

“Do you need another?” Dressed in an elaborate Victorian gown of ruby velvet and starched ivory lace, the woman behind the counter offered her best customer-service smile with just a small helping of confusion wrinkling her forehead. 

“Just thinking about Christmas wishes.” And how, even with something like this, his wish wasn’t really about himself but about making sure he didn’t cause trouble for his family. Halden wanted someone to love. Well, eventually, he wanted someone to love. After he’d finished playing the field. But he wanted it to be real and not forced upon him because his family simply couldn’t leave well enough alone. Of course, his current predicament was entirely his own fault. To get them off his back, he’d told them he’d met someone when he hadn’t. 

“I sincerely hope your wish comes true.” Her voice and the warm expression on her face convinced him she genuinely meant what she’d said.

“Thank you. I really do too.” Halden traced over what he’d written with a hand still chilled from bringing his luggage inside the Mistletoe Manor. Sighing, he dropped the card in the gaily decorated box. If he thought it would do him any good, he’d fill out every card with the same wish and stuff the box so Santa had to give him his wish. Then again, that might get him coal in his stocking.

The thought prompted Halden to ask the clerk, “Did you put your card in?”

“Of course.” 

“I hope your wish comes true too.”

“Thank you.” She patted Santa’s Mailbox. “Miss Noelle will make sure all the cards are delivered right to the North Pole.”

“Oh, good.” Halden rubbed his hands together, trying to warm himself. He took a moment to consider the lobby. To call it stuffed to the gills with Christmas decorations didn’t quite convey how every square inch of space had some kind of embellishment. Boughs of holly, blown-glass ornaments, and of course, plenty of mistletoe. No hot guys, though. Halden would have to go elsewhere to hunt for partners. 

“Did you sign the register?”

“Oh, right.” Using the fancy pen with several plumes in red attached, he signed his name with a flourish then picked up his room key. The long brass key would be the prize possession of any steampunk crafter, but here it was simply part of the Victorian Christmas theme. A red, white, and green ribbon decorated the head of the key, and made a handy loop to slip over his wrist. 

“You’re welcome to leave the key at the desk when you go out.”

“I might do that.” In fact, he knew he would. It was a beautiful piece of brass but a little too big to carry easily.

“Before you go, here’s a list of upcoming activities.” She took a flyer from a stack under the counter and placed it on the upper counter. While she pointed out the highlights for the next week, Halden nodded as if listening, but he wasn’t. He’d been coming here for a long time and knew all about the activities in Christmas, Colorado. Unsure why the place attracted so many gay men, he nonetheless appreciated the multitude of treasures. He might not have a date for the family dinner, but he’d certainly be a hell of a lot calmer after indulging himself for a week. 

“I’ll be sure to check them out.” Halden took the paper in hand.

“Dinner is at seven unless you”—her gaze darted down to the wide, leather-bound paper ledger on the desk. No computerized system here at the Mistletoe Manor. “I see you’re having dinner in your room.”

“Yes.” Daunted by the thought of having dinner with his family in a week, he still enjoyed dinning with strangers and sometimes lucked out with a hookup staying right here in the hotel. But for tonight, he would dine alone. As in all things, Halden had a ritual. He would drink, eat an early supper, and then get a good night’s sleep. He wanted to be refreshed for the first day of hunting.

“Mr. Braithwaite?”

“What?” Halden realized he’d slipped away into thoughts about hot, horny, and hung men. “Sorry. I’m so dreadfully tired.” He wasn’t, but exhaustion was an acceptable excuse where lusting after the locals wasn’t.

“Well, I can guarantee that you won’t be disturbed up there.” She flashed him another gleaming smile then delicately tapped a large bell that hogged the entire end of the counter.

Halden tried to grasp his luggage but the bellhop beat him to it. 

“Let me get that for you, sir.” In keeping with the theme, a teenage boy in bright green bellhop attire grabbed his two bags, one in each hand.

“Room thirteen, Tannon.”

“Yes, Miss Grace.” 

All the way up the main staircase, the bellhop talked about the upcoming events. Halden tuned out. Instead, he worried over the problem of the family dinner as if he’d suddenly come up with a solution now when he hadn’t in months. What would fix the whole thing was a time machine. He could go back and never have opened his big mouth in the first place. Sadly, he didn’t have a way to go back to the past. Since the naming and shaming of his lie seemed inevitable, he decided he’d better make his time here count.

When they reached the top of the three flights, the bellboy turned down the hallway, then paused at the far end.

The narrow staircase that went up to the lone room in the attic necessitated one of them going first. When Tannon hesitated, Halden stepped up and led the way. 

“With the fresh snow, there’s going to sledding tomorrow. I could add your name to the list if you’d like. It’s more sort of a family thing for little kids, but adults do it too. Besides, there’s a family here with three daughters, and...”

Halden nodded in the right places while moving steadily upward. Yet another place that needed to see him paired instead of single. What was the world’s obsession with coupling everyone off? Whatever happened to the days of the confirmed bachelor? 

“Should I put you on the list?”

“Thank you, but no. I’ve got plans for tomorrow.” And every night until he had to head for Aspen. Instead of trying to solve his problem, he’d avoid thinking about it by having lots of sex with a random assortment of guys. Or lots of assorted sex with random guys. Either way. If there was one thing Halden excelled at it was keeping himself occupied.

“There are other activities for the older crowd, if you’d be interested in that.”

Older? Was that how he came off? Probably did to a kid who couldn’t be more than fourteen. A man getting close to thirty probably had geezer potential. No wonder even the bellhop was trying to get him coupled off. Apparently, it really was all downhill after thirty. Even the hits on Grindr seemed— 

“Sir?”

“What?” Halden realized the bellhop had joined him on the landing before the door.

“This is your room.”

“Right.” Halden slipped the key from his wrist and handed to him. “Thank you, Tannon.” Halden wondered if that was his real name or just the name he got when he put on the uniform. 

“Happy to help, sir.” Tannon unlocked the door, turned on the light, and then grabbed the luggage and stepped inside.

Halden followed, his sheer joy at stepping back in time to a different era would come as a surprise to everyone in his life. The thought made him sad when he realized no one knew him. Not the real him. Neither his family nor his hookups had any idea what he was really like inside. That seemed dreadfully sad but also entirely his own fault. Well, mostly his fault. His family might have forced him to put on the mask to protect themselves from unpleasant truths, put he’d kept it on to protect himself from things he simply didn’t want to face. 

A fireplace took up most of the far wall, with a packed bookshelf on one side and a built-in wardrobe on the other. 

Tannon placed the luggage on a small trunk by the wardrobe. “I’ll just leave the key for you here, sir.” He placed it on the table that flanked a comfortable reading chair—the main reason Halden loved staying in this particular room. “The fire controller is right here.” He lifted the remote, turning on the fireplace, then settled the unit next to the key. “And the bathroom is just through there.” 

Halden didn’t need Tannon to point out the amenities, not after he’d been coming here for a decade and staying in the same room, but he let him do it all the same. He wasn’t sure if the boy liked doing his job or just wanted to do the best he could. Either way, Halden appreciated his efforts. 

“Sir?”

“What?” Belatedly, Halden realized he’d gone from the here and now back to worrying about next week. “Sorry.” Halden tried to shake off the thoughts, but he didn’t think they were going to go away, not any time soon. Usually, when he stepped foot in this room, every worry he had vanished. Not this time, though. No, this time he’d managed to really paint himself into a corner with his big mouth. At the time it had seemed the perfect solution, but now— 

“Not a problem, sir. I can get you something to eat, or a drink if you’d—oh, there’s already a bottle there on the table.” 

Yet another reason Halden enjoyed staying here. The owner didn’t mind handling special requests.

“Do you need ice?”

“No, thanks. I’m all set.” Halden forced a smile while withdrawing his wallet. When he didn’t find anything other than twenties, he thought what the hell and gave young Tannon a twenty-dollar tip that made his eyes bulge.

“Thank you, sir!” He tucked the bill into his pants pocket but seemed unwilling to stop touching it. “If you need anything, you just ask for me and I’ll fly up the stairs!”

“I’ll do that.” Halden walked behind him to the door, closing it softly once he’d gone, then he flicked the lock. He let out a breath he felt he’d been holding all day. Hell, more like one he’d been holding all year. 

While slipping off his coat and scarf, he moved toward the window. Outside, the storm clouds, which had stalled over the valley and dumped plenty of fresh, powdery snow, finally moved over the range. 

Grateful for a clear sky so he could see the stars, Halden also braced himself for a temperature plunge. When the clouds departed, the cold would roll in. Not that it mattered to him, really. The world outside could get as icy as it liked. He didn’t have to be anywhere for a week. Seven glorious days of hooking up between enjoying the little village of Christmas, Colorado, and seven glorious nights of reading and drinking. 

He had an entire week to put off the moment when he’d have to either come clean to his family or magically manifest the love of his life for them to ooh and ahh over. Well, given their rather stoic natures, they probably wouldn’t actually do that, but they would be relieved that he had finally “settled down.” That was the phrase his mother always used. When would Halden finally settle down?

“Never, if I can help it.”

But that was just the thing. He couldn’t help it. Not following along with the family plan could get him cut off from his family. They might not always see eye to eye on everything, but that didn’t mean Halden didn’t love them. He loved them dearly. The thought of being estranged from them for any reason broke his heart.

Halden glared at his reflection in the window. 

As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t honestly blame them for this mess. He’d done this to himself. He had to decide what he was going to do. 

In a way, he felt a curious relief. This was the last time he’d have to take a private vacation before the one he spent with his family. No matter what he chose to do, this year, the jig was up. Maybe subconsciously he’d started the whole love-of-his-life thing to force himself into this very predicament. Clearly, some part of him had grown weary of the charade. Since he couldn’t magically create a partner for them to love, he had to come out to his family and finally end the ruse. 

“And probably lose everything in the process.” Halden’s breath made a plume against the window, obscuring his reflection. 

Acknowledging that he had no clearer plan in mind now than he’d had on the way up here, Halden hung up his outer gear, placed his boots on the hearth to dry, and then poured himself a shot of Jonnie Walker Blue. 

“Here’s to a miracle.” He lifted the cut crystal cup to his reflection in the window then sipped. Heat flowed down to his stomach, warming him while draining the tension away. 

Halden turned off the lights and sipped his scotch while peering outside. 

The owner had kept the place as historically accurate as possible, but changed certain things to make it more in keeping with the times, like changing a closet into a bathroom and turning the wood-burning fireplace into gas. One thing they’d left original was the windows. 

Oversize, double hung windows with single pane glass gave a fantastic view of the mountains in the daylight. Tonight, though, they gave him a great view of the stars. This side of the attic room showed a swath of snow-covered forest, a tiny corner of the parking lot, and nothing of the town other than a glow from the decorative lights, giving Halden the illusion that the house stood alone in the wilderness. He’d had more than enough of seeing people and manmade structures in the city. Here, he could pretend he’d returned to the past, a confirmed bachelor with no close family to speak of. Perhaps he would be a businessman, selling something or other that necessitated a lot of travel. And here, at this out of the way place, he would meet his lover.

Halden closed his eyes and tried to picture what kind of man that might be, but none of his Grindr hookups had made much of an impression on him. They were good looking and they had great sex, but nothing beyond a one-time thing. He couldn’t even summon the face of a hot Hollywood actor. Frustrated, he wondered if he couldn’t attract the love of his life because he couldn’t fathom what they might be like. What kind of a person would want to be with a man like him? A man of masks.

Before he could descend into a full-blown pity party, Halden turned on the lights and considered the rows of books flanking the fireplace. So many old favorites. So many wonderful worlds to visit. He settled on Around the World in Eighty Days, gently easing the leather-bound book from the row. Book in hand, he sank into the reading chair by the fire, turned to the first page, and promptly lost himself in the story.

Halden stopped only when Tannon brought up his supper. The bellhop departed with another twenty-dollar tip and the fervent promise Haden wouldn’t be bothered again until he brought him breakfast tomorrow morning at eight.

Returning to the adventurous tale, Halden ate while inserting himself into the story as the wealthy gentleman traveling with his new valet. Of course, in Halden’s version, his valet was secretly his lover. How would it be to go on rollicking adventures with a man who would always have his back? 

At some point, Halden must have drifted off. When he woke, he found the fire had turned itself off and the book had slipped between his thighs, closing itself and losing his place. After wiping his hands clean, he set the book aside with his forgotten glass of spirits then rose.

Outside, the stars shown so brightly he swore he could reach right out and touch them. The vapor that had accumulated in the corners of the glass had turned to frost and spread across the surface of the window in the shape of thick fern blades and spiked flowers. Out of all the amenities the place offered, this was the one thing Halden most cherished. New vinyl-clad windows with double-panned glass wouldn’t get frost, not like these old-fashioned windows. 

Reaching out with one finger, Halden touched the decoration, surprised how thick the ice had become. Gently, he scratched with his nail while thinking of the wish he’d made. If he could craft his perfect lover, how would he cast him? Hair of blond, brown, or black? Eyes of blue, green, or hazel? Would he be tall or short? Slender or fit? Abruptly, Halden decided none of that mattered. What he wanted was someone who understood that he wasn’t the man he pretended to be. He wanted someone who could see below the masks. Someone who would help him bring the real Halden Braithwaite into existence, and love whoever that turned out to be.

When he came back from wherever he’d been, Halden discovered he’d drawn all over the window. Nothing of any coherence, just lines and swirls, but he found beauty in what he’d done. Still, he didn’t want the maids to think a grown man spent his time doodling on windows. Short of scraping the whole window clean, he didn’t see a way to easily remove the design unless he melted it. To that end, he pressed his hand in the center.

To his shock, instead of melting, the glass froze under his palm, effectively gluing him to the window. Streaks of thick ice shot out around his hand, overlaying the other design and covering him with a second skin, almost like a mitten of frost. 

Something outside caught his gaze, and when he focused, he saw a man floating just beyond his window. Gasping and stepping back, Halden felt his hand peel away from the glass, but it didn’t come free. 

Something came with him. 

Something or rather someone flowed through the glass and into the room. 

Halden pulled an arm through the barrier then a shoulder then a chest. Astonished, and convinced he was dreaming, Halden tried to get away from whatever it was that came after him, only to realize he’d pulled an entire man through the window!

Ice covered him from head to toe, but as Halden ran his gaze over him, the frost melted away, revealing unusual gray hair with white streaks that made him think of shooting stars in the snow. 

When the man opened his eyes, droplets of water hung from his lashes, the way rain clung to pine needles then turned to glitter in the sunlight. He blinked and the drops fell like tears, revealing eyes bluer than any sky. No, wait. They were green, like a cottonwood tree in summer. No, now they were rich brown like fresh-turned earth. Halden realized the man’s eyes shifted between all the colors of fall and winter, even sliding into the gray sky before a storm and the shimmering aspen leaves of deep summer.

Halden’s gaze took in a long, straight nose, full lips that were just a bit too big for his ethereal features, and a lightly square jaw that had not even a hint of a beard. Down his attention went to a long neck, smooth shoulders, and firm pectorals with delicate pink nipples.

Halden continued his inspection, each time he moved on, the ice that covered the man melted, so that when he dropped his gaze to the man’s hips, ice fell away, revealing gray pubic hair that matched the hair on his head. After a fleeting glimpse of his cock—his nicely formed even while flaccid cock—Halden took in long, strong legs capped off by small feet.

Lifting his gaze to his face, Halden realized they were still holding hands. 

The small sheet of ice between their palms melted and the man interlaced his fingers with Halden’s, holding on to him as if he’d never let go.

“Who are you?” Halden didn’t expect an answer, at least nothing coherent. Dream people rarely made any sense. Still, he had to try.

A mischievous grin transformed his delicate features, hardening the edge of his jaw while showing off the plush beauty of his lips. “You do not know me?” the man asked.

“I don’t think so.” Halden allowed his gaze to dip along his body again, lingering along the hills and valleys of his muscles before returning to his face. “But I’d like to.”

His mystery man offered a pleased and very interested smile. “I would like for you to know me.” He moved incrementally closer. “I would like to know you.”

“I think we can arrange something.” It had been years since Halden had experienced a wet dream, but this hot little cutie would be worth any shame he might feel when the maids remade his bed. 

“Can I kiss you?” the man asked.

The question caught him off guard. Halden didn’t kiss his hookups, but he desperately wanted to kiss—“What’s your name?”

“Jack.”

“Jack,” Halden repeated, liking the quick rhythm and jaunty feel of the word. “I’m—”

“Halden Obadiah Braithwaite.”

Now Halden knew he was dreaming. No one outside his family knew his middle name, and no one inside his family would ever use it unless he’d royally pissed them off.

“Can I kiss you?” Jack asked again, his gaze dropping to Halden’s mouth.

Normally, he’d say no, but nothing about this strange dream was normal. Instead, Halden grinned and said, “I think I’d like that.”

He moved closer until he’d plastered himself against Halden. “You’re warm.”

“You’re—not.” Halden shivered but he couldn’t move away. He wanted to warm Jack. Give him his body heat until both of them got so warm they had to tear off their clothes.

“I know. I need you to help me.”

“Help warm you up?”

“Yes.”

“How would I do that?”

Jack tilted his head and pressed his lips against Halden’s mouth. Automatically, Halden closed his eyes and then offered up an involuntary moan. He’d been kissed before, but not like this. Tentative and hungry at the same time. 

When Jack pulled away, he sighed, washing the scent of peppermint over Halden. “Thank you.”

“For the kiss?”

“Well, yes. And for wishing for me.”

“I did?” Halden thought of the hastily scrawled wish on the card the clerk had given him. No wonder he’d never been able to envision his perfect partner. He never would have dared to hope for someone so captivating, so otherworldly, and so clearly nothing but a dream.

“You did.” His slow blink caused more of the droplets clinging to his lashes to fall onto his cheeks. 

“You’re the love of my life?” Halden asked, trying for a flippant tone but getting dangerously close to one filled with longing.

“In time, I think I will be.” He stepped closer, holding Halden’s gaze as he did so. “That is the way with mates.”

“Mates?” Halden echoed.

“Mates,” Jack confirmed. He tightened his hold on Halden’s hand. “I’ve been calling to you for ten years.”

“How do you mean?”

“The pictures on the glass.” Jack turned and pointed to the window. “Also, whenever you went outside, I nipped at your nose.”

“Nipped at my—” the snippet of a song wafted through his mind:

Jack Frost nipping at your nose.

“You’re Jack Frost?”

“In the flesh, thanks to you.” He lifted Halden’s hand above his head then pirouetted with perfect balance before coming back to rest, still holding his hand. “Now that you’ve finally called me forth and given me human form, nothing can tear us apart.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing,” Jack confirmed, holding Halden’s gaze a little too forcefully. “Not even Mother Nature or Old Man Winter.” Jack darted close, stole a kiss, then stepped back, all of it done so fast that Halden had barely been aware of him moving, but his lips tingled, as if with electricity, or perhaps melting frost.

When Halden touched his mouth and found his lips cold, he murmured, “This is the most detailed dream I’ve ever had.”

“You still think I’m a dream?” Rather than being upset by that, Jack lifted one brow. “I know how to make you see me as real.”

“How’s—hey!” Halden found himself moved backward until he sprawled on the mattress. Jack hadn’t used brute strength, but something else, a force that had lifted Halden off the floor and moved him backward as if he weighed no more than a feather. 

“Now I’ve got you right where I want you.” Jack straddled Halden’s hips. 

“And just what do you intend to do with me?” Halden could have easily fought him off, but why would he? This was just a dream, after all.

“I’m going to show you that I’m a million times better than any man you’ll ever meet on Grindr.”
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Chapter Two
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“You know what Grindr is?” Halden teased his fingers over Jack’s shoulder then downward. After palming his chest, Halden pinched and lightly twisted his nipple, causing Jack to gasp and arch his back. Jack thought he’d known what it would be like to be made flesh. Turned out he had no idea how sensitive every part of his body was. Each place that Halden touched practically burned with fire, melting away the last of the cold.

Once he regained his composure, Jack said, “Of course I know what Grindr is.” Jack unfastened Halden’s trousers. “Just because I wasn’t corporeal doesn’t mean I didn’t pay attention.” Jack stopped tugging on Halden’s zipper. “Do you have any idea how fascinating it is to see mankind go from candles to oil lamps to light bulbs? Your kind moved so glacially slow but in the last hundred years, it’s been”—Jack slapped his hands together then shot one hand toward the ceiling—“skyrocketing progress.” He gazed into his mate’s eyes. “I thought I’d never find the right one, but then I saw you.”

“Saw me where?”

“Here.”

“In Christmas?”

Jack nodded then resumed tugging on Halden’s zipper, revealing clinging blue briefs. That was another thing humans had drastically changed in the last hundred years. Every fabric used to be thick and heavy but now they had thin stretchy weaves that clung and made it seem as if Jack could almost see right through. Of course, that was the real wonder of the fabric. The tease. The promise that if he looked hard enough, he could see what lay below. He never had been able to, but he hadn’t objected to trying.

When he grasped the underwear and tugged, Halden stayed his hand. “Hang on there, Jack.”

“Why?” Jack wanted him and he wanted him now. “I’ve waited forever for you.”

“Forever?” Halden lifted one brow, challenging him.

“Almost forever.” Jack relaxed his hand. “When I’m in my true form, time is...” he trailed off, considering how to put his thoughts into words. “It’s not meaningless, but time moves differently. We think in terms of seasons not hours, days, or months.”

“And now that you’re in this form?” A half smile graced Halden’s face, making it clear he still didn’t believe any of this was real, but he’d go along just for fun. If there was one thing Jack knew to be true about Halden, it was that the man did enjoy having a good time.

“Now that you’ve made me human, I guess I’ll have a normal lifespan.” Or he thought he would. Honestly, he wasn’t sure, but it hardly mattered. He’d work that out if and when it became a problem. Right now, though, he had to cement the deal before anyone else got involved. Lifting his gaze from Halden’s fabric-covered cock to his handsome face, Jack offered a smirk and a raised brow. “I say we forget about all of that and just have fun.”

Only, Halden didn’t respond the way Jack thought he would. Instead of looking interested, his brows lowered over his eyes and his expression turned suspicious. 
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