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      To you, who’s working customer service this holiday season.

      This too shall pass.
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      On Christmas Eve, a masked stranger breaks into my home.

      He ties me up with red ribbons.

      And tells me my safe word is ‘mistletoe’.

      

      Holiday Intrusion is a dark, standalone romance set in the world of Alpha Ties.
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            ’Tis The Season

          

        

      

    

    
      “Someone needs to run you over with an eighteen-wheeler, you useless bitch.”

      “And a merry Christmas to y—“ is all I manage in return, before the call disconnects.

      “Quick! It’s twenty-three seconds past eight!”

      I jerk my head to the side just in time to see Dana rip her headset off and toss it on her desk with all the triumph of a victorious Olympian. “Fuck, the Horrible Hordes of Holiday Hell are getting ragier by the day.”

      “I can’t wait for my Christmas Eve shift. If you think this is bad, imagine the joy of telling parent after parent that their kid’s present won’t show up in time just hours before they’re supposed to be opening them.”

      I quickly click the button to log off and wince at the flashing box on my screen indicating that there were still fifteen people waiting to yell at a customer service representative. Someone’s going to be dealing with some angry emails in the morning.

      “I swear, after working here, I understand why suicide rates boom in December.” Dana gives me a dramatic eyeroll. “No wonder they have to pay us extra this month. Anyway, let’s go. Michael texted that he’ll have wine and a hot bath ready, and if I get home fast, I might stay awake long enough to give him a thank-you bang this time. Poor guy’s not gotten laid since the third.”

      I wave a hand in dismissal. “Go. Take care of your guy’s blue balls. I’ve gotta fill out an incident report first.”

      Dana grimaces. “Shit, another one?”

      “Well, that depends—does suggesting that I need to get run over with a eighteen-wheeler count as a death threat?” I arch my eyebrows in mock interest. I’m pretty sure my latest angry customer isn’t going to rock up to McCain Enterprises in a truck, intent on hunting down the unfortunate customer rep who had to tell him his daughter won’t be getting a dollhouse after all. If for no other reason than parking that thing Downtown Mattenburg ten days before Christmas would be a nightmare.

      However, McCain Enterprises "takes all threats to their valued employees very seriously," and if I don’t fill out a report and the jerk lodges a formal complaint—and boy, did he sound like the type who’s going to lodge a formal complaint—my manager will listen to his call and promptly give me a written warning for not filing a report. Something-something insurance liability.

      “Ouch. Where would he even park that thing?” Dana gives me a comforting smile. “Well, guess I’ll see you tomorrow for another round of Holiday Hell.”

      “Can’t wait. Have a good night.”

      She grins. “It’ll be better than yours.”

      It absolutely will. My job as a customer service rep for McCain Enterprises' online toy store has improved significantly since Dana started in August, but I’m painfully aware that once we go home for the night, she has a full life with a husband who adores her.

      I don’t even have a cat.

      My other colleagues empty out about as fast as Dana, giving me sympathetic waves as they pass my desk.

      I wouldn’t mind having to fill out these stupid things, if each one didn't take half a goddamn hour to complete.

      

      When I’m finally done, the entire floor is Ghost City.

      I turn off my computer and grab my bag in ten seconds flat, then rush for the door. I don’t live in Mattenburg proper, but in a larger suburb some thirty minutes out by train. Connections are great until around a quarter to nine—then they drop to once every ninety minutes. No thank you to stumbling home in the freezing cold at freaking midnight!

      I’m almost halfway down the hall to the main elevators when the overhead lights flicker, then die.

      “Shit,” I mutter, stumbling to a halt when I’m plunged into unexpected darkness. My night vision is terrible at the best of times, and the corridor is windowless.

      I fumble for the wall, determined not to miss my train, but the second my fingertips skim over its surface, the lights flick back on. Happy days!

      I rush to the last few yards and press the elevator button.

      Nothing happens.

      I frown and press the button again. The usual blue light doesn’t flash at my touch, and the display above showing which floor the elevator is on is also dead. No mechanical sounds emit from the elevator shaft, either.

      “Shit.” I can take the stairs, but we’re on the tenth floor. If I do that, I’m absolutely missing my train.

      Or…

      Or I can take the executives’ elevator. Us mere drones aren’t allowed in there, but it’s so late, no one will even know.

      I turn around and sprint around the corner, then down the short hallway hosting the few managerial offices on this floor. Most higher-ups don’t spend significant time with lowly customer service agents. Truth be told, I’m pretty sure the only reason we’re as high up as the tenth floor is that by the time the first-floor office where the other half of the team works outgrew their space, this was the only available office in the building.

      When I hit the button for the executives’ elevator, it flashes blue with a merry bing, and a soft whirring from behind the doors makes me sigh with relief. If I run all the way from McCain Tower to Central, I’ll make my train.

      When the doors open, I do a double-take. The interior is lined with polished mahogany and brass accents, and each wall is clad in gilded mirrors. Apparently the fancy people running the place can’t possibly travel in anything but luxury—not even between floors.

      I step into the small car having never felt more like a Medieval peasant. Someone’s even decorated it for the holidays with a lush branch of mistletoe dangling from the ceiling. Meanwhile, a few days ago, my office manager tore one of the newbies a new one for daring to decorate his monitor with a bit of tinsel.

      Apparently, holiday cheer is reserved for our betters.

      Quietly seething, I hit the button for the ground floor. I’m not paid to get in the festive spirit, but it was easier to swallow when I thought the Grinch-like approach to Christmas was a company-wide policy.

      I’m barely done glaring at the mistletoe when the elevator slows to a stop and the doors roll open with another merry tune. At the ninth floor.

      Oh, shit. I have a moment’s worth of panic at the realization that I’m about to get busted for riding the executives’ elevator, but the enormous, suit-clad man who steps through doesn’t even glance at me. His focus is glued to the stapled stack of papers in his hands. Ninth floor is accounting, so I’m guessing he’s absorbed by what’s likely to be the staggering projections for our Christmas revenue.

      He hits the button for the ground floor without so much as acknowledging my presence, even though I have to squeeze up against the wall to ensure no parts of us touch. It’s not a tiny elevator, but it’s not huge either, and this man takes up a lot of space.

      I sneak a closer look at my ride-buddy. Only alphas get that big, and yup—his wide-set shoulders and square jaw confirm my suspicions. Even his fancy suit can’t fully hide the thick muscles cording his biceps.

      It’s not surprising, I guess. We rarely see any alphas on my floor, but a lot of the executive positions are filled by them. Bossy jerks like the power, though I am surprised to see one in accounting—they tend to be more about barking orders and taking charge of mergers than fiddling with numbers.

      He does seem oddly familiar, though. He looks young—only a faint salt-and-pepper touch to his dark hair suggests he might be a bit older than first glance would suggest. Thirties, perhaps? There’s a bit of scruff on his cheeks—he probably shaved this morning, but alpha testosterone is no joke.

      And this guy’s definitely loaded with it. I can sense it in the air, his alpha musk, even though my nose only picks up on his expensive cologne. It’s making my heart thud behind my ribs, an awareness washing over me that I can only liken to being in the presence of a hopefully-docile predator. My entire body is alert and hyper-focused on the giant male trapped in the confined space with me.

      Who the heck is this guy?

      I narrow my eyes as I study him. High cheekbones, soft lips with a haughty tilt, and—oh shit, no!

      I suck in a sharp breath before I can stop myself.

      Adam McCain finally looks up from his report and glances at me, alerted by my gasp.

      Yeah. Adam McCain—as in the CEO of McCain Enterprises. On the list of Forbes’ 500 most powerful business moguls. And known around my office as a grade-A prick.

      I’ve never had the displeasure of meeting him in person before—I’ve only seen him in passing twice during my past four years working here—but my last manager had the misfortune to be called into a meeting with him right before she cleared her desk and left a shaking, snotty mess, never to be seen again. No one knows what the hell happened to make the almighty CEO obliterate a lowly office manager like that, but through October, we all had a betting pool centered around who could tell the most terrifying Halloween story featuring McCain as the Bogeyman.

      An especially vivid retelling of a sexy psycho killer flashes before my mind’s eye when McCain frowns at me and says, “You’re not an executive.”
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      It’s a very simple statement, but said in his deep, rumbling alpha bass, and with his intense, dark stare focused entirely on me, it makes an unholy mix of shame and fear claw its way up my spine.

      “I, uh… No?” The words squeak out of me like a question. “I’m—I’m sorry, the other elevator wasn’t working, and I need to catch my train.”

      He opens his mouth, undoubtedly to tell me I’m fired and he’ll be billing me to have the elevator professionally cleaned of my peasant germs, but before he can eviscerate me, the elevator gives an odd sort of lurch—and then the lights flicker out.

      I don’t have claustrophobia, and I’m not afraid of the dark. Not separately, at least.

      However, combine an enclosed space with pitch blackness? Turns out I definitely have a phobia of that.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” I’m not even aware of the high-pitched nature of my squeals. All I sense is that I’m trapped, and I can’t see. I flail for purchase and smack something solid that promptly goes flying and hits the floor with a thunk.

      “Fuck,” McCain grumbles, then huffs a breath when my scrambling hands reach his shirt sleeves, and I yank on them in mindless search for safety.

      Looking back on it, I’d never be able to explain why the man, who not two seconds ago nearly made me wet myself with terror, suddenly feels like a safe thing to cling to, but my panicked animal brain doesn’t give a single flying fuck.

      I don’t manage to move the mountain of a man closer to me—instead a ripping sound and a heavy metallic clonking on the floor suggests I’ve torn his cuffs.

      “All right, calm down,” he rumbles, and some small part of me instantly does calm. However, it only amplifies my need to not be alone in the dark.

      Sobbing unintelligibly, I take a step and bump against his body, again grasping at his suit in an attempt to get closer still.

      McCain, possibly realizing I’m about to shred his expensive suit in my efforts to climb him like a monkey, quickly wraps an arm around my body and arms, immobilizing me against the bulk of his torso. “Breathe. It’s just a power outage. Calm yourself.”

      Ooh, he’s warm.

      I breathe in a lungful of his heady cologne, and instantly I begin to relax. Mm, he smells like… rum-spiced chai and a cozy sweater on a cold winter’s day.

      I breathe again, about to bury my nose in his chest and shamelessly sniff him, when he mercifully releases his grip on me and takes a half-step back to fish his phone out of a pocket.

      The shock of our separation and the faint light from his phone allows enough of my brain to reactivate that I finally realize what I’m doing.

      God, Eve, you absolute psycho!

      I jerk back until I hit the wall, suddenly wishing the damn elevator would plummet to the ground and take both of us to our deaths in the process. Mortified does not begin to describe what I feel right now. What the hell was that? He’s a stranger—no, worse than that—he’s my boss’ boss’ boss’ boss’ boss, and here I am sniffing the man? What is wrong with me?

      “It’s McCain. Is the power out everywhere? Right. I’m stuck in the executive elevator, around third floor. I expect to be out in five minutes, tops."

      A beat. And then, "I don’t care. Make it a priority.”

      I grimace at the alpha barking orders into his phone—if I’d gotten a say, I’d have voted to be a lot nicer to the maintenance team currently holding our fate in their hands, but at least being stuck in here with the CEO should mean a swift rescue. Even if his manners are appalling.

      McCain switches off his phone with an annoyed grunt, and the elevator is once again cast in complete darkness.

      I draw in a shuddering breath and dig my nails into my palms in an attempt at keeping myself in check. Do not sniff that man, Eve. Sniffing random alphas will not make this situation any better!

      “I’ve never met a grown woman this afraid of the dark.”

      I don’t even care that he’s not so much as trying to keep the disdain from his voice; he’s talking, and for some idiotic reason, my brain finds it calming.

      “I’m not.”

      He scoffs. “My report and cufflinks would suggest otherwise.”

      “I’m fine when it’s not in such a confined space hovering God-knows-how-many yards above the ground,” I bite.

      I can practically hear his eyeroll, but he doesn’t say anything else.

      The silence is awful. I know he’s in there with me; I can still smell him, still hear his slow breathing and sense his huge mass filling up the space, but the quietness makes my all-too trigger happy anxiety rear its head again.

      I almost ask him about his Christmas plans at least five times in the long minutes we wait in silence, but despite my fervent wish that he’ll speak again and magic away this awful, clawing terror in my gut, I manage to restrain myself.

      Eventually, when it’s definitely been more than five minutes and I don’t think I can take it anymore, I squeak, “How long did they say it’d take?”

      “They didn’t.” He sounds agitated—way more agitated than before, and I swallow thickly at the stutter at the base of my spine.

      Angry alpha. I don’t care how civilized we all are, I dare anyone stuck in a tiny cube with a cranky alpha to not feel at least a sliver of primal unease.

      Growling a low curse, he pulls out his phone and hits the redial button.

      I hear the muted sound of the phone ringing, but it doesn’t connect.

      “Fuck!” he snarls, hurling the device to the floor. The distinctive crunch of dead electronics plunges us into darkness once more. “Goddammit!”

      He broke his phone.

      “Why would you do that?!” I yell before I can stop myself. “Mine’s out of battery! How are we gonna get in touch with anyone now?”

      “It’s your goddamn fault!” he growls, and despite the outrageous accusation, my own temper is thoroughly cowed by his aggression. “You reek of fear, and I can’t fucking think. Just… come here.”

      I blink at the command, but my body obeys before my brain gets any input on the matter.

      This time, he’s the one reaching for me. The second I’m close enough, he clamps his strong arms around my body and pulls me in tight.

      Instant warmth floods me from where we touch, followed by immediate calm.

      McCain groans softly into the darkness above my head. “God, that’s better.”

      “Um…?” I don’t quite dare voice the question, partly because this is so far past embarrassing I can’t fully process it, and partly because I don’t want him to let go. For whatever stupid, primitive reason, turns out I’m all about alphas in a crisis. Mortifying.

      “That’s what happens when you decide to panic in a dark, confined space hovering God-knows-how-many yards above the ground,” he grumbles, the sting of my own words impossible to miss. “Any alpha worth his salt would lose his shit with this strong a scent of female fear.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say to that. “Um… thank you?”

      He barks a sharp, humorless laugh. “It’s not a fucking compliment.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” I’m pretty thankful the darkness is hiding what I’m very sure is the deepest blush of my lifetime.

      But despite the impressive heights of awkwardness and the complete silence surrounding us yet again, I still feel infinitely better in his begrudging embrace than I did before.

      I don’t know how long we stand like that, but when I move a little to ease the beginning discomfort in my calves and accidentally lean more heavily on him, he shifts his body to take more of my weight.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, because it seems rude not to.

      McCain grunts in response.

      A few minutes later, he asks, “What’s your name?”

      Alarm bells at the back of my skull stop me from blurting out the answer. If I give him my actual name, I am one hundred percent getting the sack first thing tomorrow. I briefly consider telling him Rebecca Larson—the food thief who keeps stealing my packed dinner—but my conscience wins out in the end.

      “Um. Bella Grayman,” I lie.

      “Hmm,” he hums, and something about the note of it makes me think he suspects I’m not telling the truth.

      “What are you doing for Christmas?” I blurt. It’s such an obvious attempt at a distraction that I expect him to call me out, but before he can, the light flicks back on.

      I squint against the unexpected brightness, and then lurch forward and deeper into his chest when the elevator jolts.

      McCain tightens his embrace, possibly to stop me from stomping on his expensive loafers, and I gasp an embarrassed "thank you" and dart a glance up.

      He’s staring at me, an unreadable expression on his stony features—but he’s not letting me go, either.

      Good God, he’s handsome.

      The thought comes from out of nowhere and is immediately followed by a rush of heat shooting first to my abdomen, then to my face.

      That’s when I remember the mistletoe. We’re standing directly underneath it.

      I’ve definitely watched one too many Christmas romances this year, because for the briefest of seconds, I actually think he’s going to kiss me.

      His eyes darken, his nostrils flare, and I swear he grasps me just a little closer… And then he follows my wide-eyed stare to the mistletoe right above our heads.

      But when he looks back at me, it’s clearly not with any sort of romance in mind. His eyebrows arc all the way to his hairline, then bunch in a frown, his soft mouth turning to a tight, angry line.

      Oh, Lord no, does he think I’m trying to seduce him?

      “I, uh, didn’t put that there.” I don’t know why I say that. I. Don’t. Know. But the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them, and if I thought sniffing him in the dark was awkward, then oh boy, is this an upgrade.

      The alpha releases me as if burned and takes a step back, his face something resembling stony fury, and I just want the Earth to open up and swallow me whole.

      But instead, a merry little pling interrupts the palpable tension, and the elevator doors slide open, revealing the ground floor—and two guys in blue maintenance uniforms. Hallelujah, salvation!

      “Sir, are you all right?” one of them asks.

      I don’t stick around to hear the answer. Without looking back, I spin around and flee McCain Tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            In The Shadows, One Christmas Eve

          

        

      

    

    
      I nearly don’t go into work the next day. If McCain’s figured out who I am, I don’t want to be anywhere near his damn tower. He can have me fired via email, thank you very much.

      It’s only the realization that a busy CEO likely won’t have time to scan every employee portrait in HR’s database to find the annoying woman who snuck a ride on his Elevator of Privilege that makes me get on the train to Mattenburg Central. Well, that and the need to pay my mortgage.

      

      There are no guards waiting in the snow by the entry to McCain Enterprises to haul me up for an ass chewing. I spend the first few hours by my desk flicking between my calendar and my inbox in fear that a meeting with HR—or, horror, McCain himself—will pop up, but thankfully, nothing shows.

      By the end of my shift, I’m so worn down from getting screamed at by angry customers that I finally give up worrying about any consequences of my elevator mishap. Looks like the fib about my name worked, and the CEO indeed didn’t have the time or interest in hunting down a lowly employee to punish her for her misdeeds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By the time Christmas Eve rolls around, I’m dead inside.

      There is something extra-depressing about seeing the very worst of humankind during the time of year that’s supposed to be filled with nothing but good tidings and love. It’s not that I don’t understand how frustrating it is to have put your trust in our shitty company to make your children’s Christmas special, only to be let down because of a shipping error that you have no control over—but I don’t, either, and it just plain sucks to be yelled at for hours on end.

      I bought supplies to bake Christmas cookies earlier in the month, determined to make it happen this year, but I’ve not found the energy. I also had grand plans about making an actual full Christmas spread from scratch, but thankfully I gave up on that more than a week ago and just bought a frozen turkey dinner instead. By eight p.m. on the twenty-fourth, when I finally log off the Unending Stream of Fury, my only consolation is that at least I’m off until January second and don’t have to deal with all the angry calls between Christmas and New Year's. December truly is the shittiest of all the months.

      

      Despite my gloomy mood, it’s impossible not to notice the Christmas cheer all around me as I make my way from McCain Tower to Mattenburg Central. There are twinkling lights around every shop window and strung high across the streets in festive ribbons, and the freezing temperatures that have my breath misting in cold puffs preserve the drifts of snow lining every road.

      When I pass by Town Square, where our new Lord Mayor has erected an ice-skating rink along with the traditional eighty-foot tree, I feel a suction in my gut at all the laughing families skating on the ice and admiring the tree together. I’m so envious I have to bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood to will back tears.

      I loved Christmas too, once upon a time. I still do, as proven by the fact that I always have some small hope of recreating just a little of the magic it used to have. But every year, I’m faced with the reality that December sucks and holiday cheer is for people who don’t work in customer service, and/or have family who don’t jet off on a cruise rather than host Christmas for their adult child. Yes, I’m a little bitter, but I don’t blame my parents, really. They’ve got their own lives to live, and they like to spend the colder months as far south as they can get.

      

      My home is a small townhouse on a quiet street about fifteen minutes’ walk from the train station. I pop into the store on the way back for a bottle of wine, determined to have at least a half-hour soak in the tub with a glass of red and some candles to wash off a bit of the stress before bed.

      The moment I turn down my road and spot my house with the wreath on the door and the chain of twinkle lights around the downstairs windows, I lose a little of the gloom.

      I’m exhausted and cranky, and a little sad, but tomorrow there is no work and no demands, and sure, I might be alone, but at least there is still Christmas movies and my cozy little house with the tree I managed to decorate early in the month.

      My mortgage eats up most of my salary, but it’s so worth it. My home is the one place I feel entirely safe in the world, and the little jolt of happiness I get when I close the door behind me never goes away.

      I put my bag down on the console table by the door and inhale the faint scent of pine coming from my living room.

      But… it doesn’t smell quite right.

      I frown into my darkened hallways. It’s definitely pine-y, but there’s another layer to the scent that doesn’t smell like my home. I sniff again as I reach for the light switch. No, there’s definitely something odd there, and though I can’t put my finger on that smell, it does seem… weirdly familiar.

      My fingers flick the light switch, but the hallway lamp doesn’t respond.

      “Shit.” God, I hope it’s just the bulb. I’m not sure I’ve got any spare fuses lying around, and even if I run, there’s no way I’d make it back to the store before they close.

      I fumble farther into my house and make it to the archway to my living room, where the faint light from outside illuminates the Christmas tree and part of the floor. But the twinkling lights wound around the tree that I left on before I went to work are dark. Not a good sign.

      My fingers connect with the living room light switch, but any hopes I still harbored are quickly dashed; they’re as dead as the hall lights.

      “Dammit!” I bite my lip to will back tears of despair. It’s gonna be fine. One of my neighbors will have a spare set of fuses. I just need to⁠—

      My thoughts come to an abrupt halt when a floorboard creaks behind me, and that familiar-yet-unfamiliar scent hits my nostrils with far more insistence, overpowering everything else.

      Every hair on my body rises as absolute terror hits the pit of my gut.

      Oh, God. Oh God, no.

      I do recognize that smell.

      I don’t make it more than one step forward before a strong arm wraps around my stomach and yanks me back into a hard chest. Before I can scream, a large hand covers my mouth.

      “Shh,” a deep voice purrs into my ear. “There’s no reason to run, my sweet. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      His smell is all around me now, deep and rich and overwhelmingly male—the animalic scent of alpha in rut.

      And there is only one possible reason he’s been waiting in the shadows for me.
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